
“ To me there’s  
no other choice”

WHAT CONSTITUTES moral courage? 
Raoul Wallenberg was a Swedish 
businessman and diplomat who saved 
thousands of Hungarian Jews from the 
Nazi extermination camps during the  
final stages of World War II.

But Raoul Wallenberg never had the chance 
to give his own account of events, or to 
receive the plaudits of a grateful world.

Here is the story of a young man whose 
choices in life would make him an immortal 
hero. But the story tells more than that. 
Ultimately it is a story about ourselves,  
our responsibilities as individuals, and  
of the moral choices we make in life.  
And a reminder of the fact that we all  
can make a difference.

RAOUL WALLENBERG
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RAOUL WALLENBERG is born on 4 August 
1912 in Lidingö, a suburb of the Swedish 
capital of Stockholm. Only a few months 
earlier, his father, Raoul Oscar Wallenberg,  
member of a prominent family of business
men and bankers and a lieutenant in the  
Swedish Navy, had died of cancer at  
the age of 23. The birth of Raoul in the 
midst of their grief is a great comfort to  
the family, especially to the young mother,  
Maj (née Wising). In Raoul, they all see  
a replacement for the deceased father,  
a man who had only one wish concerning 
the son he never met: that he would grow 
up to be a “good and humble person”. 

Maj develops a close bond to her son, 
encouraging Raoul to become an 
independent and responsible individual. 

Everpresent in Raoul’s upbringing is his 
paternal grandfather, Gustaf Wallenberg.  

A businessman and the Swedish am
bassador to both Tokyo and Istanbul,  
he played a major part in the shaping  
of Raoul’s future by keeping up an  
extensive correspondence with his  
beloved grandson. 

While still only a child, Raoul travels out 
into the world. A family characteristic is 
a cosmopolitan worldview, and Raoul is 
encouraged to learn languages, to study 
other cultures and to travel. 

His mother later remarries and Raoul 
gets a younger brother and sister, Guy 
and Nina. Raoul is surrounded by strong, 
supportive figures throughout his 
childhood and youth, in a secure, loving 
environment. They have great hopes for 
Raoul, which is something he realises 
early in life. He feels it his duty to fulfil 
these hopes.

Childhood in Sweden
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RAOUL WALLENBERG is artistic and  
creative, and begins studying architec
ture at the University of Michigan in Ann 
Arbor, USA. After getting his degree in 
1935, Raoul is sent by his grandfather  
to Cape Town in South Africa, wanting 
his grandson to get his training in the  
developing part of the world, at the 
“frontiers”, as he puts it. 

Raoul’s next stop is Haifa in northern 
Israel (then Palestine), where he works 
as a trainee at a Dutch bank. In Haifa, he 
comes into contact with Jews who have 
found refuge there and learns about the 
ongoing atrocities committed by the 
Nazis in Germany. 

He returns to Sweden in 1936. The 
following year his grandfather dies. 
Raoul is now forced to make his own 
decisions. He starts his own small 
business but is not very successful. 
When World War II breaks out, Raoul 
joins the Home Guard, an occupation he 
finds highly stimulating since it gives him 
an outlet for his organisational skills. 

In 1941, Raoul takes a job with a trading 
company importing and exporting food 
between Sweden and Hungary. The 
owner, Koloman Lauer, is a Hungarian 
Jew who can no longer do business in 
his native country because of its anti
Semitic laws. He entrusts Raoul with the 
task of representing the company there, 
and during the following years the young 
Swede makes several business trips to 
Budapest. 

During the war years in Stockholm, 
Raoul is taken by a friend to the British 
Embassy’s exclusive film screenings. 
One evening, the film is Leslie Howard’s 
‘Pimpernel Smith’, in which the main 

character, Horatio Smith, a professor 
of archaeology, saves persecuted Jews 
fleeing from the Nazis. The film makes 
a strong impression on Raoul, and he 
tells his younger sister, Nina, that that is 
something he, too, would like to do. To 
help people in distress.

Education and  
a career in the world

One evening, the film is Leslie Howard’s ‘Pimpernel 
Smith’, in which the main character, Horatio Smith, 
a professor of archaeology, saves persecuted Jews 
fleeing from the Nazis. The film makes a strong 
impression on Raoul.
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IN EARLY 1944, there are some 800,000 
Jews in Hungary. About 60,000 had 
been killed during the early years 
of the war. While Jews lived under 
discriminatory laws, they had been 
spared deportation and the Hungarian 
authorities had no intention of 
exterminating them. 

Soon, however, the Germans begin 
to adopt a different tone towards the 
Hungarian government. Following the 
German defeat at Stalingrad and other 
battles in which Hungary has lost tens of 
thousands of soldiers, the government 
in Budapest tries to withdraw from 
the German-Hungarian pact. Already 
angered by the Hungarian authorities’ 
failure to meet their obligations as allies 
and their reluctance to resolve the 
‘Jewish question’, the Germans now take 

strong measures. On 19 March 1944, 
Germany occupies and seizes control  
of Hungary. 

The SS – the Nazi organisation in charge 
of implementing what came to be known 
as the Holocaust – now sets out to 
annihilate the Jewish population as quickly 
as possible. Between 15 May and 8 July 
1944, almost 150 trains carry 437,000 Jews 
from Hungary to their final destination, 
Auschwitz-Birkenau. In other words, in just 
eight weeks more than half of Hungary’s 
Jewish population are sent to their deaths. 

The deportees are packed in their 
thousands into freight cars which are then 
nailed shut. They travel for up to five days 
without food or water. Many become 
mentally deranged or die in the course  
of the journey. 

Europe and the situation 
in Budapest 1944



OF THE nine million Jews who lived in 
Europe prior to the Holocaust, six million 
are murdered. A project so gigantic in its 
wholesale cruelty that the outside world 
would fail to realise the full horror of it 
until too late.
 
The Jews are the principal victims of 
the Nazis’ extermination program, but 
Roma, homosexuals, Soviet prisoners of 
war, Polish and Soviet civilians, people 
with disabilities, and political or religious 
dissidents also perish in the death camps. 

SS officer Adolf Eichmann, the admini-
strative brain behind the extermination  
of Hungary’s Jewish population, saw  
the Hungary assignment as a means  
of moving up the Nazi hierarchy. He  
had organised deportations to the death 
camps in Poland from all over Europe.  
His plan in Hungary was to step up  
the pace and make the extermination 
process still more efficient so as to 
impress his superiors. 

After the war, Adolf Eichmann will be seen 
as an enigmatic symbol of evil. The career 
Nazi who became a diligent administrator 
in the grotesque and chilling rationale of 
mass murder. 

Adolf Eichmann
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The assignment

IN THE COURSE of 1944, the world begins, 
slowly and reluctantly, to realise that the 
fierce anti-Semitism of Adolf Hitler and 
Nazism has gone beyond venomous 
rhetoric and persecution to extermination 
on an industrial scale. 

Following outside pressure, US President 
Franklin D Roosevelt realises that action 
is needed to save Europe’s Jews from 
certain death. In January 1944, he creates 
the War Refugee Board (WRB) to mobilise 

people who can help save Jews and other 
persecuted persons and groups from 
being deported and killed. 

The WRB approaches Sweden for 
assistance. At the time, Sweden is one  
of the few neutral countries in Europe  
that still enjoys a reasonably good 
relationship with Germany. 

The Americans want the Swedish 
government to send a representa tive to 
Budapest on a mission to help save the 

remaining Hungarian Jews. Koloman 
Lauer proposes Raoul Wallenberg for  
the task. 

Wallenberg is approached and accepts 
the appointment as a special attaché at 
the Swedish legation. He travels without 
any particular plan. In discussions with 
Swedish diplomats at home, Wallenberg 
has asked to be given the freedom to use 
unconventional methods and to make his 
own contacts. 

On arrival in Budapest, his diplomatic 
immunity enables him to move 
around freely. He has American 
funds with which to rent properties 
that can be used as shelters, to buy 
food for thousands of people, and 
to pay bribes. His mission is to save 
as many Jews as possible from the 
Nazi Holocaust. It is a difficult and 
dangerous task, and time is now short. 

In discussions with Swedish diplomats at home, 
Wallenberg has asked to be given the freedom 
to use unconventional methods and to make  
his own contacts.
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The work in Budapest

ON 9 JULY 1944, Raoul Wallenberg 
reaches Budapest. The Soviet Red Army 
has crossed the Hungarian border and 
is advancing towards the capital from 
the east. Defeat for Germany is now fast 
approaching. Under pressure from foreign 
heads of state, among them the Swedish 
King, Hungary’s regent Horthy has decided 
to stop deporting Jews. This is a major 
blow to Eichmann, who does everything 
he can to make the Hungarians resume 
deportations as soon as possible. 

In Budapest, Raoul sets up a special  
‘humanitarian section’ at the Swedish  
legation with the specific task of rescu
ing Hungarian Jews. Before he arrived, 
the Swedish legation, as well as the 
Swiss legation and the Red Cross, had 
issued protective documents to Jews  

in Budapest. However, these documents 
were not always respected by the Hun
garian authorities. Wallenberg therefore 
invents a new type of document, a pro
tective passport, the Schutzpass. 

A Schutzpass is given to a person  
with close family or business ties to 
Sweden and provides the holder  
with temporary Swedish citizenship. 
A holder of such a passport does not 
have to wear the mandatory Star of 
David and is exempted from most  
other anti-Semitic regulations as well. 
The Swedish legation gets permis
sion to make out 4,500 Schutzpasses. 
Raoul also employs hundreds of Jews 
at the humanitarian section of the  
legation, thereby bringing them under 
the protection of the Swedish state. 
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The coup

INFLUENCED BOTH by the international 
appeals on behalf of the Jews and by  
US President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 
threat that he will be brought to justice 
after the war unless he acts, the Hun
garian regent, Miklós Horthy, dismisses 
the pro-German government. Horthy 
also puts a definitive end to the German 
plans to resume deportations, and  
Adolf Eichmann, who has led these  
operations, leaves Budapest. 

On 12 September Wallenberg reports to 
the War Refugee Board that the depor
tations “have been definitely stopped”  
and that “the passport work has almost 
been completed”. 

However, “big new tasks arise” that 
make it difficult for Wallenberg to leave 
Budapest. One such task is to help the 

thousands of Jews who have been sent to 
do “labour duty” in Austria and who are 
starving and freezing. Together with the 
Red Cross, Wallenberg provides them with 
food and clothing. Another reason why 
he feels he cannot return to Sweden is his 

fear of what will happen when the  
Red Army enters Budapest. “I cannot 
leave thousands of people without help,” 
he tells his business partner Koloman 
Lauer in Stockholm. 

Over the following weeks the political 
situation changes dramatically. 

On 15 October 1944, Horthy goes on the 
radio to announce that Hungary intends  
to negotiate with the Soviet Union on  
an immediate ceasefire. 

However, Horthy’s announcement has 
the opposite effect. On the same day, 
the Germans engineer a coup and install 
the Arrow Cross Party’s Ferenc Szálasi, 
a former Hungarian army officer and a 
fanatic anti-Semite, as prime minister. 
The Arrow Cross has little respect for 

protective passports or diplomatic 
immunity, and a new and even stronger 
wave of violence sweeps Budapest. 

Adolf Eichmann returns on 17 October 
1944 to resume his work.

“ I cannot leave thousands of people without help”
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SINCE THE GERMAN army is still losing 
ground, trains are rerouted and Eichmann 
finds his resources being decimated. 
He now forces people to head for the 

extermination camps on foot instead. 
Women, children and the elderly walk 
day and night on the infamous ‘death 
marches’. Those who collapse along the 
way are either shot or beaten to death.

In November, the Hungarian authorities 
establish ghettos where the Budapest  
Jews are gathered together awaiting 
deportation. Jews holding protective 
documents from the neutral states,  
mostly Sweden and Switzerland, are 
concentrated in the ‘international  
ghetto’. More than a hundred houses  
are declared to be under Swedish  
and Swiss protection, providing their 
occupants with at least temporary shelter. 
This ghetto is located along the Danube, 
north of the Margaret Bridge.

In spite of the diplomatic status of the 
ghetto, gangs of Arrow Cross followers 

break into the houses. Hundreds of people 
are taken to the banks of the Danube, 
bound hand and foot, shot and then 
thrown into the icy waters.

Another large ghetto is set up in the old 
Jewish quarters surrounding the big 
synagogue on Dohány Street. This ghetto 
is walledin, and here the bulk of the 
Jewish population live packed together 
and isolated from the outside world. 
Shut in without food or basic essentials, 
they lead a desperate existence, awaiting 
deportation. Raoul Wallenberg arranges 
for daily food supplies to be sent in to the 
starving and helpless inhabitants.

Raoul quickly grasps the new situation and 
uses his extensive network to step up the 
rescue work in Budapest. Besides close 
daily contact with representatives of the 
Jewish community, he organises meetings 
with senior politicians and leading 
businessmen. He dines with high-ranking 
and influential figures. All who can be of 
assistance in some way are contacted by 
the tireless Wallenberg.

The situation 
intensifies

Repeatedly, Wallenberg and his co-workers 
venture out onto the roads to distribute food  
and to save whoever they can.
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BEFORE 15 OCTOBER, Wallenberg had 
done most of his work at his office  
desk. The coup changes everything. 
Now he is active day and night, driving 
to the train stations and other assembly 
points, ordering the officers there  
to release the Jews on his list of 
passport holders.

These lists are frequently lengthened 
by Wallenberg on the spot: the aim is 
to save as many Jews as possible from 
deportation. Being familiar with the 
German bureauc racy and its respect  
for official documents and titles, he skil
fully uses this knowledge to manipulate 
the system.

Wallenberg often exceeds the limits of 
what is expected of him, acting out of  
a strong conviction that he is doing 
what is right.

On one occasion, after a tip-off, Raoul 
intervenes to stop an Arrow Cross raid on 
one of the ‘Swedish houses’. He arrives 
with a truckload of policemen and simply 
walks up to the young leader of the fighters 
and gets him to release the detainees.

Time and again, his energy, his contacts 
and his courage enable him to save the 
victims, often from right under the noses 
of their executioners.

It now becomes clear that Germany  
will lose the war, and many highranking 
Nazis try to negotiate with the Western 
Allies and with representatives of the 
Soviet Union.

By the end of December, the Red Army  
has reached Budapest.

The Arrow Cross leaders have fled,  
as has Eichmann.

The war ends

Wallenberg often exceeds the limits of what 
is expected of him, acting out of a strong 
conviction that he is doing what is right.
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IN JANUARY 1945, the Soviet Red Army 
enters Budapest on the Pest side of the 
Danube and the Nazi reign of terror ends. 
For the Soviet Union, Hungary is enemy 
country, and the brutal war has blurred  
the distinction between enemy soldiers, 
Nazi sympathisers, ordinary civilians and 
neutral participants. No one is safe in 
the general disarray that marks the final 
months of the war.

On 16 January 1945, the Jews of the 
international ghetto are freed by Soviet 
troops. Raoul Wallenberg’s task in the 
Hungarian capital is at an end.

Over 192 days of ceaseless, risk-filled 
endeavour, Raoul Wallenberg and his  
coworkers have saved tens of thousands  
of lives.

But in the chaos that follows liberation,  
a plan is needed to reunite families, take 
care of orphaned children, reestablish 
medical services and find housing. 
Despite his heavy workload, Wallenberg 
has managed to work out such a plan 
and is anxious to present it to the Soviet 
authorities as soon as possible.  

He therefore contacts representatives of  
the Red Army and gets permission to travel 
to the Soviet HQ in Debrecen, east  
of Budapest.

On 17 January 1945, Raoul Wallenberg 
leaves Budapest together with his faithful 
assistant and driver, Vilmos Langfelder. 
They are escorted by Soviet officers and 
soldiers. Neither of them returns.

Raoul is just 32 years old and will never  
see his family in Sweden again.

Ever since then, Raoul Wallenberg’s  
family have sought in vain to discover  
what happened to him. According to  
a death certificate presented in 1957,  
Raoul Wallenberg died in Lubyanka  
Prison on 17 July 1947. However, the 
authenticity of this document has never 
been universally accepted.

His death was finally declared by Swedish 
authorities as late as 2016, setting 31 July 
1952 as the official date of death. The exact 
circumstances surrounding the final phase 
of Raoul Wallenberg’s life are, and will 
probably remain, a mystery.

The disappearance
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WORLD WAR II, 1939–1945, was one of the 
biggest and bloodiest wars in history. 

A war in which the most powerful countries 
in the world invested all the resources 
at their disposal in a devastating global 
struggle for supremacy.

A war that was fought in the cities of 
Europe, in the bitter cold of the Soviet 
Union, in Burma’s steamy jungles, under 
the scorching Sahara sun, and across the 
vast waters of the Pacific.

A war that claimed over 60 million lives, 
which makes it the most lethal conflict in 
the history of the human race.

A war that killed more civilians than 
combatants, in which people were 
murdered on an industrial scale in death 
camps, and in which nuclear weapons came 
to be used for the first time in the bombing 
of Nagasaki and Hiroshima in Japan.

A war that marked the zenith of a brand 
of nationalism that turned the modern 
20th century into the bloodiest century in 
human history, and a war that has made 
the ordeal of the Holocaust a part of our 
global collective consciousness.

A war that will continue to cast its shadow 
over the world longafter the last survivors, 
perpetrators and spectators have left it.

ABOUT THIS EXHIBIT:

The exhibition To me there’s no other choice is 
curated and produced by the Swedish Institute in 
close collaboration with The Living History Forum 
(Forum för levande historia). 

It has toured both internationally and throug h - 
out Sweden with the aim to teach students  
and young adults about the legacy of Swedish 
diplomat Raoul Wallenberg (19121952), and to 
strengthen their ability to show moral courage  
in everyday life.

The exhibition takes its name from a quote by Raoul 
Wallenberg as reported by diplomat Per Anger 
(1913–2002), who was also stationed at the Swedish 
legation in Budapest during the war. The full quote 
is: “To me there’s no other choice. I’ve accepted this 
assignment and I could never return to Stockholm 
without the knowledge that I’d done everything in 
human power to save as many Jews as possible.” 

Photo credits: Karl Gabor, Bundesarchiv (Germany), Magyar Távirati Iroda 
(Hungary), The National Arhives and Records Administration (USA),  
Ria Novosti Archive (Russia), Scanpix (Sweden). The Raoul Wallenberg 
signature is used under copyright, and with kind permission by Raoul 
Wallenberg Family Association and Raoul Wallenberg Academy

Aftermaths of war


