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Kristallnacht, Crystal Night – what a beautiful sounding name for something so totally hideous, the night of broken glass, of shards glittering like crystal in the streets of Germany and Austria, fallen from the windows of almost all the synagogues, of department stores, businesses and homes. It was the first major pogrom, setting the scene for the Holocaust, and it happened 70 years ago tomorrow, November 9, 1938.

Of course, I could use a whole drash just talking about Kristallnacht, but there is a very good account by Steven Sedley of the events that led up to it in both Centre News and our Bulletin. What I want to do right now is talk about a very special man and the connection that he made between Kristallnacht and Temple Sinai, a connection that made it possible for us to be holding our services in this building the way it is today.

The events of that night of course had a profound effect on everyone who witnessed them. On young Eric Simon that effect was to have an impact in later years on Jewish life here in Wellington. 

Eric arrived in New Zealand at the age of 16, along with his sister, as a refugee via the Children’s Transport, and he was later joined by his mother. He began work in a menial capacity, but soon progressed to becoming a business man in his own right, at a very young age, setting up business in a garage. The firm he eventually established, Simon Metal Products, at one time produced one third of the world’s golfing putter heads, which were sent to the United States for distribution. Among other products, his firm also produced plumbing supplies.

He then saw an opportunity for the introduction of safety belts for cars, having seen them overseas. They sold first as a need perceived by safety conscious motorists and later as a legal necessity. For someone of his caring nature it must have been good to know that his business was manufacturing something that had the potential to save many people from death or serious injury.

But the manufacture and sale of seat belts and other products also made money, a goodly amount of it, and when the time came to sell the business, Eric put his mind to making good use of that money for the benefit of others.

At that time our congregation was recognising the need for expansion and renovation of the Temple Sinai building. At a special general meeting in 1980 Eric made his proposal: If our members could raise $10,000 ourselves over the next two years, he would donate $100,000 to enable the project to go ahead. In fact, he ended up donating a lot more than that.

At that meeting he explained that ever since Kristallnacht he had always thought he would like to build a synagogue. The need for our congregation to expand and renovate gave him the opportunity to contribute to a synagogue building.

As well as benefiting the Jewish community, Eric was determined to make an equal contribution to the wider New Zealand community, in gratitude for the opportunities given to him when he arrived here as a refugee. He built a wing, which was named the Eric Simon Wing, of the Human Resources Centre, catering for people with various disabilities. Later he funded a raised garden there, one that would be accessible to people with physical disabilities.

The stipulation that we at Temple Sinai  should raise the first $10,000 ourselves, quite a large amount at the time, was a wise move. We had reached a point when fund raising activities had ceased and they had been an important part of our spiritual and social growth. The activities of the following two years saw us making gains not only financially but just as importantly in ruach, in spirit. 

I’m sure I was not the only one who was disappointed that before the rededication of the building, in fact soon after that special general meeting, Eric and his new wife Olga Mills had settled in Auckland to be near her children and family, and that he would not have the pleasure of attending the synagogue to which he had made such a major contribution. Olga too was a refugee from Vienna, arriving in New Zealand as a very small child.

Eric never looked for public recognition, preferring to avoid the limelight, but we did manage to get them back for a service in 1983, when the plaque that gave it his name was installed in the Eric Simon Kiddush Room. One day in 2003 I happened to look up at the plaque. I realised with a shock that 20 years had passed. 

It seemed hard to believe. We started having thoughts about the possibility of getting him back for an anniversary celebration, but that very week I was talking on the phone to a friend in Auckland, who told me that Eric was not well enough for such a plan to be considered. He passed away a few months later on May 12, 2004.

I mentioned before that I was disappointed that Eric moved to Auckland and didn’t have the pleasure of regularly attending the synagogue that owed so much to his caring, generosity and foresight. But now I think I understand – he didn’t want it for himself, he wanted it for the Jewish people, and not just us here in Wellington. 

He wanted to put something back into Jewish life, to do something that he was able to do, to restore something of what was taken from us in 1938. I see it as symbol of the survival of Jewish life here and wherever we are in the world, a triumph in the face of the most terrible adversity, and for that we’ll always be grateful.





