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Elizabeth Holtzman had
been a member of U.S.
Congress for only a year
when she received a tip in
1973 that there were Nazi
war criminals living in the
United States. Her infor-
mant also told her that
the Immigration and
Naturalization Service had

a list of suspected war criminals, but had done nothing about
the situation. 

Months later the story began to unfold when she sat down to
review the agency’s files. She recalls her disbelief as she opened
the folders, stacked neatly before her, each bearing the name of
an alleged Nazi war criminal. “I remember opening the first file and
reading the allegations,” she said. “I read that an INS official went
out to the person’s home. The questions that were asked had to
do only with the person’s health. I thought ‘Something’s wrong
here.’” The second file contained the same type of inquiry and the
same type of response, as did the third file and the others. It was
clear to her that there was no serious investigation going on at all.

With that discovery, Holtzman began her tireless crusade to
bring to justice remaining Nazi war criminals. She is responsi-
ble for such milestone measures as the Holtzman Amendment
to the immigration law that allows for the deportation of war
criminals and the creation of the Office of Special Investigation,
or OSI, under the Department of Justice that investigates cases
of suspected Nazi war criminals. In 1999, she was appointed by
the President as one of the public members of the IWG. 

Elizabeth Holtzman is not one to shy away from a challenge.
She first gained fame in 1972 when, as a relative newcomer to
national politics, she ran for the U.S. House of Representatives
against the powerful fifty-year veteran Emanuel Celler—and won.
At thirty-one, she became the youngest woman ever elected to
Congress, a record she still holds. 

In Congress, she turned her attention to the issues that
marked her energetic campaign: women’s rights, bringing an end
the war in Southeast Asia, reducing the defense budget, and
addressing domestic social problems. In her first term she took
a seat with the Judiciary Committee and was in the national
spotlight for her part during the Watergate Hearings and, again,
during the Ford hearings when she confronted President Ford
about his pardon of Nixon. 

In 1973, Holtzman filed a lawsuit in U.S. district court leading
to a landmark ruling that the American bombing in Cambodia
was an unconstitutional action of the President. After a reversal
by the Court of Appeals, an unsuccessful appeal was made to
the Supreme Court. In 1978, Holtzman helped win an extension
of the ratification deadline for the Equal Rights Amendment.
During her four terms in Congress, Ms. Holtzman established a
reputation as an effective legislator.

In 1981, Holtzman was elected District Attorney of Brooklyn and
headed one of the largest prosecutor’s offices in America. She
enacted several tough reform measures while at the post. When

she discovered a system of racial bias in the jury selection
process of the courts in New York, she mounted a multi-front
attack. The outcome was a reversal by the U.S. Supreme Court
that helped eliminate the discriminatory practice. To address
allegations of police force brutality, she created a special
bureau.

Holtzman was elected to the citywide office of Comptroller
and served from 1990 to 1994. In that position she fought cor-
ruption and wasteful spending through fiscal measures, such as
the award of city contracts.

Holtzman was born and grew up in Brooklyn, New York. The
granddaughter of Jewish immigrants who fled Russia after the
pogroms following World War I, she was always sensitized to
discrimination against Jews. “My grandfather’s life was threat-
ened in Russia and even though my family members were not in
the Holocaust, the horrors of the Holocaust were brought home
to me,” she said.

She was determined, therefore, after learning of the Nazis liv-
ing in the U.S and the government coverup, to use her position
in Congress to do something. “The Immigration Department had
no record of high level professionalism in dealing with these
cases…. So I knew that the only way to conduct a serious, pro-
fessional investigation of war criminals was by the Justice De-
partment, in its very prestigious criminal division,” Holtzman said. 

There was substantial opposition. Eli Rosenbaum, Director of
the Office of Special Investigations and long-time admirer of
Holtzman, recalled her struggle to create the office:

I don’t know why the Administration of that time was so hes-
itant, but I well remember the battle of the press releases. Liz
was constantly demanding that serious, concerted law
enforcement action be taken in the Nazi cases. Meanwhile, in
the middle of this effort, Viorel Trifa, a major Nazi perpetrator
who had been a wartime leader in the fascist Romanian Iron
Guard, was given air time on Radio Free Europe to broadcast
a holiday message back to Romania. Liz went ballistic about
that, as you might imagine, only to have a senior federal offi-
cial defend the broadcast by declaring publicly that Trifa “rep-
resents an important constituency.” I sometimes imagine that
the Administration finally set up a special unit [OSI] only
when it was convinced that Liz was just a day or two away
from setting herself afire in front of the White House. That
was about the only thing she hadn’t done yet.

That same strong determination and conviction marks
Elizabeth Holtzman’s dedication to the work of the IWG. The
struggle to uncover the truth through declassification of the
records carries for her a greater meaning: “The work is really
important—not just in terms of bringing Nazi war criminals to
justice—as important a task as that is—but because we see
everywhere, from Bosnia to Rwanda to Cambodia to Northern
Ireland, the ability of human beings to engage in actions of hor-
rific torture and destruction toward other human beings. The
more we can tell of the story of the Holocaust, perhaps the
more people will take steps to prevent a repetition.”
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The 21-member Presidential Advisory Commission on Holocaust Assets in the United
States, created by the U.S. Holocaust Assets Commission Act of 1998 (PL 105-186), has a
three-fold mandate. Its charge is to (1) conduct original research into what happened to
the assets of Holocaust victims Ð including gold; other financial assets such as bank
accounts, stocks and bonds; and art and cultural objects Ð that passed into the possession
or control of the Federal government; (2) survey existing research about other assets of
Holocaust victims in the United States; and (3) report to the President its findings, mak-
ing recommendations for legislative and administrative actions to achieve a measure of
justice.

In 1999, Congress voted unanimously to make the Presidential CommissionÕs final report
to the President due December 31, 2000. When signing this legislation, President Clinton
noted that the Presidential Commission will have to examine more than 45 million pages
of documents. In a nod to the work of the IWG, he highlighted the fact that Òto our
nationÕs credit, the amount of information to be reviewed increases every week as re-
maining Nazi-era documents are declassified.Ó  

More than 50 years after World War II, it was this countryÕs leadership in the pursuit of
the truth that led to the renewed push for moral reparations for Holocaust victims and
their families. Americans were first Ð leading the inquiries into Nazi-looted gold and dor-
mant accounts in Swiss banks; insurance policies; slave and forced labor; and looted art.
Given the leading role of the United States in the search for the truth about the
Holocaust, the Presidential Commission will be viewed worldwide as much for how it
does its work as for what it uncovers. For this reason, the Presidential Commission has
explicitly made expansion and correction of the historical record its highest priority. 

It was in this spirit that the Presidential Commission began to work collaboratively
with the National Gallery of Art to help identify works in the GalleryÕs collections that
may have been looted by the Nazis. Implementing a suggestion of Commission
researchers, the National Gallery found a way to improve the database on its Internet
website to allow more comprehensive searches of the known provenance of individual
works of art. Now, anyone anywhere in the world will be able to investigate the history of
the objects in the National GalleryÕs collection. 

Following the example set by the curators of the Federal GovernmentÕs most promi-
nent collection of fine art, museums in the United States have begun publicizing their
own research into the Nazi-era history of items in their collections. In mid-April, three of
the nationÕs most prestigious museums, the New YorkÕs Metropolitan Museum of Art, the
Museum of Modern Art and BostonÕs Museum of Fine Art, appeared before the
Presidential CommissionÕs Committee on Art and Cultural Property at a hearing in New
York City to announce their findings about Nazi-looted art in their collections. The
evening before the New York hearing, the Art Institute of Chicago also released the
results of its provenance research. All of these findings were placed on the museumsÕ
websites so that anyone with access to the Internet can search them. 

The New York Post noted that while the Association of Art Museum Directors formally
agreed to have its members review their collections in 1998, ÒIt wasnÕt until (the) hearing
of the Presidential Advisory Commission on Holocaust Assets that they suddenly post-
ed their information.Ó  The New York Times reviewed the same sequence of events and
concluded that the Presidential CommissionÕs hearing Òno doubt prompted the flurry of
action.Ó

The goal of the collaborative work with the IWG is to encourage similar responses from
non-Federal and foreign record holders. The Presidential CommissionÕs Chairman, Edgar
M. Bronfman, and the governmentÕs lead negotiator on Holocaust assets issues, Deputy
Secretary of the Treasury (and Presidential Commission member) Stuart E. Eizenstat,
both testified to the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee in April. They reported
that two of the most intractable problems in the struggle for justice for Holocaust vic-
tims and their families is lack of access to archives abroad and the unwillingness of some
foreign governments to declassify records. 

President Clinton has declared that the work of the Presidential Commission and the
IWG Òdemonstrates irrefutably that we in the United States are willing to hold ourselves
to the same high standards of truth about Holocaust assets to which we have held other
nations.Ó �

PR E S I D E N T I A L AD V I S O R Y CO M M I S S I O N O N H O L O C A U S T AS S E T S I N T H E
U N I T E D ST A T E S:  PU S H I N G F O R D I S C L O S U R E B Y EX A M P L E

Kenneth L. Klothen, 

Executive Director, Presidential Advisory

Commission on Holocaust Assets in the 

United States


