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Youth on the Margins, Part 1

When Elizabeth Dopazo and her brother were very young, their parents were sent to 
concentration camps because of their religious beliefs; they were Jehovah’s Witnesses 
whose faith required that they pledge allegiance only to God. Jehovah’s Witnesses there-
fore refused to say “Heil Hitler” as a matter of religious conviction. After their parents were 
arrested, seven-year-old Elizabeth and her six-year-old brother went to live with their grand-
parents. Elizabeth later recalled:

We had to quickly change our way of speaking so maybe we wouldn’t be so noticeable. In 
school right away it started, you see. We had to raise our right arm and say “Heil Hitler” and 
all that sort of thing and then we didn’t do it a few times. A few times was all right. You can 
drop a handkerchief, you can do a little something, but quickly they look and they say, “Ah, 
you’re different and you’re new in the school.” So you’re watched a little more closely. You 
might get one or two children who’d tell on you but it was rare. The teacher would bring 
you to the front of the class and say “Why don’t you say Heil Hitler?” and you were shaking 
already because you knew, unlike other children, if you told them the real reason there’d 
be trouble. For us to say “Heil Hitler” and praise a person would be against our belief. We 
shouldn’t because we had already pledged our allegiance to God and that’s it. So we could 
stand and be respectful to the government, but we were not to participate in adulation for 
political figures. . . .

Later, around age twelve or thirteen, we joined the Hitler Youth, which we actually didn’t 
want to do, but the Gestapo came to my grandparents’ house, just like you’ve seen in the 
movies with the long leather coats on and they stood at the front door and they were say-
ing, “Your grandchildren have to join the Hitler Youth and if they don’t by Thursday we will 
take stronger measures.” After they’d left we told our grandparents we’ll join tomorrow, 
even if we hate all that stuff. They agreed we’d better do it and we very quickly donned 
those uniforms. . . .

As time went on, my brother, when he was thirteen or fourteen, sort of was swayed. You 
know, you have to believe in something. He wanted to be a German officer and said our fa-
ther had been wrong all along and that we went to the dogs for our father’s beliefs. He [our 
father] died for his ideals and where are we? [My brother] was very angry. I was too, but not 
as much. I was torn between what would be the good thing to do and what would not. . . .1

1 Elizabeth Dopazo, “Reminiscences,” unpublished interview, 1981, Facing History and Ourselves.


