
Fall 2016 • Creighton Lawyer • 19

isn’t usually the first thing that springs to mind in reaction 
to the term “genocide.” Rather, the images called forth 
typically involve death camps and torture and famine. But 
hope is, in fact, a central element in every survivor’s DNA. 

It is often among the first things they think of because it is often the only thing that got 
them through the trauma of genocide in order to emerge as a survivor.

event that claimed up to 18 million lives 
— 6 million alone of which were Jewish. 
Soon, there will be no one left who was 
there. This makes remembrance all the 
more important. Societal remembrance 
is much bigger than individual, and, it is 
hoped by the victims, more enduring.

After the Holocaust, the international 
community outlawed genocide — the 
extermination of a people based solely 
on their race, ethnicity, religion or 
nationality. The phrase “never again” 
gained purchase as a shared point of 
political conviction. However, that was 
not the end of the story. The world 
after 1945 was a tumultuous one, 
with new states rising from the ashes 
of colonialism, often with despotic 
leaders at the helm bent on no more 
important conviction than achieving and 
maintaining power. Often, repression 
of peoples turned to genocide, whether 
in the Balkan civil wars, the jungles 
of central Africa, the killing fields of 
Cambodia or the gassing of Kurds in 
northern Iraq.

While on assignment helping the 
regional government of Kurdistan 
establish its own constitution within the 
new federal state of Iraq in 2008, I was 
given the opportunity to visit survivors 
of the genocide committed against them 
by Saddam Hussein in 1987 and 1988. 
Accompanied by the Rev. Ray Bucko, SJ, 

Sam didn’t talk much about his 
experience until 1977, when American 
Nazi parties began forming in earnest 
and their famous march in Skokie, Ill., 
occurred. That galvanized him to begin 
speaking to classes like ours at the 
Creighton University School of Law and 
funding Holocaust education initiatives 
here at Creighton, at the University of 
Nebraska-Omaha and elsewhere. In 
his 80s, bald except for gray fringes of 
hair, walking with a limp, but always 
impeccably dressed and with a strong 
sense of clarity mixed with a charming 
contrariness, he went about his mission 
of connecting with students and teachers 
as the best way to preserve the memory 
of the genocide known as the Holocaust. 
And his message of hope endured.

In 2011, Gabriel Bach, a retired Israeli 
Supreme Court justice, flew from Tel 
Aviv to Omaha to deliver a remembrance 
of the 50th anniversary of the 1961 trial 
of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem. Justice 
Bach was then a young deputy prosecutor 
on the Eichmann case. Gabriel and I had 
become friends over the course of several 
conferences in Germany on genocide 
and the Nuremberg trials, and with the 
financial support of Sam and others in 
the Omaha Jewish community, we were 
able to bring him and his wife, Ruthie, to 
Creighton to talk about his experience 
developing the case against Eichmann 
and bringing it to trial.

On the day of the lecture, Sam arrived 
with a yellowed, typed copy of the 1961 
trial transcript from the Eichmann case 
for Gabriel to sign. That case, broadcast 
around the world on black-and-white 
television sets, was the first watched by 
millions. And for individuals such as 
Sam — survivors of the concentration 
camp system designed and implemented 
by Eichmann — it was riveting. Here in 
Omaha, at Creighton University, 50 years 
later, an elderly survivor of the Holocaust 
had the opportunity to say what he 
wanted to say to the elderly deputy 
prosecutor who helped convict one of  
the chief architects of that nightmare: 
“thank you.”

Sam Fried died on April 11, 2016. 
Holocaust survivors, now in their 80s and 
90s, are dying each day. It is estimated 
that a little over 100,000 remain, living 
to tell the story as actual witnesses of the 
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This was the message Sam Fried delivered 
to my class of international criminal law 
students when he would visit and share his 
experiences as a child victim and survivor 
of the Auschwitz extermination camp 
during the Holocaust. As Stalin’s Red Army 
advanced on the camp during the German 
retreat, Sam managed to escape as it was 
being evacuated. He was found by Russian 
soldiers and tried to make his way back to 
his native Czechoslovakia. After the war, he 
and his new wife, also a survivor, made their 
way to America — where Sam often said “he 
was born.” In Omaha, he became a successful 
businessman in the electrical trade.
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then-chair of Creighton’s Sociology 
and Anthropology Department, and 
Senator Aitor Esteban Bravo of the 
Spanish Parliament, we traveled east 
from Sulaymaniyah to high up into the 
rugged mountains approaching the 
Iranian frontier. We visited with people 
from every walk of life in villages, such 
as Chamchamal, and towns that had 
been reduced to rubble, such as Halabja, 
site of the worst gassing of a civilian 
population since the Holocaust — this 
at the command of Saddam Hussein’s 
cousin, General Ali Hassan al-Majid, 
a.k.a. “Chemical Ali.” 

We heard stories from survivors 
recounting the smell of apples and 
sometimes almonds that wafted from 
the poison gas dropped nearby — the 
scents would vary according to the deadly 
agents used. General al-Majid preferred 
to open such attacks with artillery 
barrages that would drive residents 
underground in their houses. This would 
be swiftly followed by aerial assaults 
dropping the gas. As the gas was heavier 
than air, it would inevitably sink into the 
basements and cellars where townsfolk 
had sought shelter. They effectively 
had been forced into their own death 
chambers without knowing it.

One survivor, a man in his 30s, spoke 
of the surprising link that was made with 
his long-lost mother after the second Iraq 

Holocaust survivor Sam Fried, who died in April 2016, would often visit 
Creighton law classes to share his story of survival with students.
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18million
lives claimed during  
the Holocaust

Now in their 80s and 90s,
it is estimated that a little over

100,000 Holocaust 
survivors

remain to share their stories of survival

6million
Holocaust victims  
were Jewish
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survivors in such a way that witness 
statements could be corroborated with 
corporeal human remains that silently 
offered up their relationships with those 
still living.

In 2014, genocide revisited the 
Kurds — this time at the hands of ISIS. 
More than 200 Yazidi men, women and 
children were herded by military pursuit 
to the top of Mount Sinjar in the Syrian/
Iraqi northern border region. Yazidism 
is the ancient religion of the Kurds; it 
has been in practice well before Islam 
arrived. Yet despite its age, the Yazidi 
religion is an adaptable one — now 

incorporating components of Islam, 
Zoroastrianism (the ancient religion of 
Persia) and Mithraism, although still 
primarily worshiping the peacock angel 
of their original faith. As purist Sunnis, 
ISIS countenances no other religions in 
areas under its control — including other 
brands of Islam, such as Shi’ism. 

As the mass killings began through a 
combination of starvation, dehydration 
and attacks, the U.S. engineered 
emergency relief services from its 
airbases in Turkey and a complete 
catastrophe was narrowly avoided. 
Combined with assaults by Kurdish 
Peshmerga ground forces against ISIS, 
many Yazidis survived. The largest 

population of this ethnic/religious group 
outside the Middle East currently lives 
in Lincoln, Neb. Almost all of them 
have connections to those most recent 
genocide survivors.

While various post-Holocaust 
genocides of Africa, Asia and the Middle 
East were roundly condemned, it was 
the massacre of 8,372 unarmed Bosnian 
Muslim men and boys in Srebrenica in 
1995 by Bosnian Serb forces that caused 
the West to gasp. Here, genocide touched 
the shores of Europe once again — for 
the first time since 1945. “Never again,” 
a promise made in the wake of the 
Holocaust and Hitler’s defeat, was a 
promise broken.  

Although carried out by General 
Ratko Mladic, the plan was orchestrated 
in conjunction with the Bosnian Serb 
political leader Radovan Karadzic. Both 
men eventually came to trial in The 
Hague before the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, 
and on March 24, 2016, Karadzic was 
convicted for the genocide in Srebrenica 
and sentenced to 40 years imprisonment. 
Like the Eichmann case, the Karadzic 
conviction was an important judicial 
statement against impunity.

Third-year Creighton law student 
Chelsey Kenney spent the fall semester of 
2015 at The Hague, helping the tribunal 
work on the Karadzic judgment as a legal 
intern. During that experience, she was 
able to travel to Bosnia, meet survivors 
and visit a particular cemetery for the 
victims where, she said, everything 
hit home for her as a genocide legal 
researcher. “I was standing in the 
memorial graveyard in Srebrenica,” she 
said, “and all the graves were for people I 
had done research on. I knew about these 
people and had read their stories.” (You 
can read more about Kenney’s story on 
Page 7.)

Kenney’s connection to this work 
came while she was participating in the 
law school’s summer abroad program in 
Nuremberg. Each July, 30 law students 
accompany Creighton faculty members 
to Bavaria for a month-long study of 
the Holocaust, war crimes, genocide, 
crimes against humanity and the crime 
of aggression. As seat of the post-World 
War II international trial of Nazi wartime 
leaders, Nuremberg is considered the 
birthplace of international criminal law.

In 1945, Justice Robert Jackson of the 

war had concluded and mass graves began 
to be uncovered. At age 11, his village was 
assaulted, but he was away in the next 
village at school. Unaware of the attack, 
but suspicious of the absence of people, he 
entered his village, only to be warned away 
by an old woman who was screaming for 
him to run up into the mountains and 
frantically waving her arms.

He did so, and survived. But he never 
saw his family again. When forensic 
teams from the U.S. Justice Department 
began uncovering Saddam’s mass graves, 
they found among the stacks of female 
skeletons collections of their children’s 

identity cards. The mothers knew what 
was coming and had sent as many of 
their children away as they could, but 
kept their cards hidden in their clothes as 
they were being killed. It was these cards 
that were used 20 years later to bring 
those remains back together again with 
the children who had survived.

Thus, the young man had his mother 
once again. Maybe this is why he seemed 
to have that same sense of hope that Sam 
Fried exuded — a sense of confidence 
in life. While these reconnections had 
incalculable meaning for the survivors, 
they also represented a rare opportunity 
for producing evidence in criminal trials. 
Prosecutors could connect victims and 
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U.S. Supreme Court was asked by the 
president to set up this new tribunal to 
deliver justice on behalf of humanity and 
to lead the American prosecution team. 
Jackson selected Nuremberg because this 
was the heart of National Socialism — 
the source of Hitler’s political power and 
the site of his massive Nazi party rallies. 
Although most of the city was heavily 
damaged by Allied bombing, the Palace 
of Justice remained largely intact. It was 
here that those historic trials were held. 
Symbolically, Jackson could have found 
no more suitable location.

So to, Creighton’s flagship summer 
abroad program is located here. The 
“Nuremberg to The Hague” program 
mixes history, law and current events 
in a thematic sequence. Not only do 
students explore the development of this 
legal discipline, they get to see it at work 
when they travel to The Hague — where 
they visit current international criminal 
tribunals. Each trip brings them into 
contact with judges and prosecutors, and 
sometimes actual defendants if trials are 
underway. Last year’s class viewed several 
hours of Mladic’s trial.

Other field trips during the Nuremberg 
program include visiting Hitler’s Eagle’s 
Nest in the Alps at Berchtesgaden, 
where Nazi leaders conspired the “Final 
Solution”; the Nazi Party Rally Grounds 
outside Nuremberg; and the Auschwitz 
extermination camp in Poland, the most 
extant surviving crime scene of the 
Holocaust. The Auschwitz trip involves 
spending an entire weekend in Krakow, 
which serves as the base of operations for 
this part of the program. Our partner in 
Krakow is Jagiellonian University.  

Led by Jewish Studies Professor 
Edyta Gawron, whose team of graduate 

students painstakingly restored the 
Oskar Schindler factory in Krakow, the 
Creighton group not only experiences 
the camp, but also life in a nearby city 
that once had a vibrant Jewish quarter. 
They come to understand the context 
of what happened. Bringing a class to 
witness the horror of genocide at the 
historic and emotional epicenter of the 
Holocaust is designed to leave an imprint 
on them. They see the physical remains 
(hair, teeth, eyeglasses, shoes — so many 
shoes); they see the ovens; they see the 
barracks; they see the gas chambers; they 
see the rails and the train cars. But they 
also see hope.

By studying the Nazi war crimes trials 
in Nuremberg and visiting the courts 

that are prosecuting those same crimes 
today, they see that the world responds. 
Survivors have an incredible sense of 
hope. And so do students. We see this in 
their comments in class, in their papers 
and exams. They come away with a sense 
that we have to do better. Humanity is 
capable of intense callousness and even 
evil. But that is not our natural state. Our 
natural state is harmony with life — and 
hope is what eventually will get us there. 
Genocide survivors appreciate this. Their 
experiences were a crucible that forged 
that sense of hope in their DNA. But our 
students are getting it, too. And clearly 
part of Creighton’s great Jesuit mission 
is to see that they continue to do so in 
meaningful and formative ways.

Michael Kelly (front right), professor of law, interviews Kurdish survivors of the 1987 and 1988 Iraq genocide. 
During the 1980s, the Kurdish population was attacked by Saddam Hussein’s government with chemical 
weapons, killing thousands of men, women and children indiscriminately.

In this 1996 photo, American forensic experts unearth victims from a mass grave in Srebrenica, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, where more than 8,372 unarmed Bosnian Muslim men and boys were killed by Bosnian Serb 
forces in 1995. The site was the worst civilian massacre in Europe since World War II.
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