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The town’s Jewish cemetery is near, but separate from the 
Christian one. Within it is a small carefully maintained section 
gently set off by a low hedge that surrounds a small group 
of dark stones. The names on the stones are more Slavic and 
Germanic than Swedish and the carved dates reveal more 
people under age 30 than over. They all died in 1945 or 1946, 
survivors of the Nazi death camps who lived long enough to 
escape Eastern and Central European horrors, only to die a 
few months later in safe neutral, Sweden. 

Most must have suffered from dread diseases and 
maliciously inflicted injuries that weakened them terribly in 
body, mind, and spirit. They stubbornly, maybe miraculously 

survived years of horror and then 
died when it was over. But it was 
never really over.

Maybe some decided to let 
go of a world of human betrayal 
unimaginable before it happened. 
Let go after recovering enough 
to absorb fully the nightmares 

previously pushed into a corner of their being, the price of 
day-to-day survival.

Some lived three months, some six, some a little longer 
before succumbing. Maybe death in neutral Sweden was 
inevitable. Maybe not, but it came. 

It is one kind of terrible crime and tragedy to be murdered 
in the concentration camps. It is another to survive the camps 
and escape to a world without danger, and to perish there from 
the accumulated injury, disease, as well as the physical and 
psychic exhaustion that would not release its stranglehold.

Swedish refuge came too late for those Jews in the Kalmar 
cemetery. Neutral Sweden, unlike most of Europe, fared well 

There is a small Jewish cemetery in the Swedish city of Kalmar, 
a medieval town with a beautiful Renaissance castle on the 
Baltic Sea. It had once been one of the most important cities in 

the country, but history passed it by.
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during World War II. Neither the Nazis nor the Allies invaded 
it. Both traded with it and brought it profits rather than 
destruction. When the Nazis were strongest Sweden allowed 
them to pass through on their way to invade other countries 
like Norway and Russia. One cynical Swede noted that the 
Germans were only permitted to travel at night.

Sweden sold strategic and essential iron ore to Germany for 
most of the war. It would have been difficult to keep the killing 
machine running as long and as efficiently as the Germans did 
without it.

I hope that my country never has to face such times and 
such tests. I suspect that some of us would take risks and try to 
do right even in the face of evil and death. Some of us would 
not. Some of us would do worse than failing to act and would 
act badly. I really do not want to find out.

It is easy to judge from safety and from seven decades out. 
Still it is hard not to wonder whether the war would have been 
shorter, whether fewer would have died in the camps, in the 
ruined cities, and on the battlefields – hard not to wonder if the 
Nazis would have had fewer chances to slaughter if Sweden 

had said no. No to letting troops pass through to defeat the 
British and Norwegians trying to keep Norway free. No to the 
Germans traveling to invade the Soviet Union. No to the sale 
of iron ore without which the death machine would have been 
hobbled and halted sooner. Sweden would certainly have paid 
a heavy price like the other countries that said no and resisted 
the Nazis.

Sweden did do some good things during the war. It gave 
shelter to the nearly 8,000 Danish Jews smuggled from 
Denmark by the Danish Resistance, and to the Norwegian 
Jews who were able to escape the Nazi occupation of their 
country. And as the tide of the war shifted Sweden aided the 
Allies more and more. 

But the Jewish cemetery at Kalmar would likely have had 
fewer stones if Sweden had said no.
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