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The Great Trials 

Dr. Rivikin 
February 19, 1965 

since I distribute what is ma ~e availa ~le for introductions 

I generally fare quite well . , en I was a student , long before I had any degrees , 

I had already been attracted to the mind of your former distinguished Rabbi , Rabbi 

Silver and throughout the years ~s Ir\Y learning increased, nzy- admiration for his 

accomplishments grew with it. It is very, ve rare tha t an individ al c , uld have 

:.tn so many powers, be bless d with so many powers and so many different realms. 

As a rabbi you knew him - I had very little opportunity to know him as a rabbi. 

All of us have benefited from the work that he did with the tate of Israel and I 

would most like to speak of a scholar's a ppreciation of a great scholar. Ha he 

been only a scholar and made the contributions that he had ma de, he would be well 

worth our memory. Vfuen he is along with this, an accomplished and distinguished 

career in the rabbinate and in world olitics, it's truly an amazing achievement. 

I regret that I really had no opportunity to know Rabbi Silver personally but I've 

been an admirer from afar. Therefore I was very deli 0 hted when at th Hebrew 

Union College I had the opportunity of meeting Daniel Silver, at that time not 

yet a rabbi but already quite distinguished even among the students of the Hebrew 

Union College who by definition are distinguished on entry. Ivas very much 

impressed at that time by not only his learning the ind pendence of his mind . 

This is many ways brought an affection for his mind that I have always appreciated 

and I am very thrilled to see, just a few moments ago the proofs of his book which 

indicates that he is following in the footsteps of his father in terms of great 

scholarship along with the gr atness of the rabbinical calling. I felt that before 

speaking this evening it would only be proper to let you know that somethin at least 

of learnin, that I may have, I owe to your distinguished Rabbi of blessed memory. 

This evening I am supposed to deal with the cashiered captain, Dreyfus, and I 
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must make it clear that the title was not mine. I knew I was supposed to really 
ould have 

speak about Dreyfus, I know I could go back to Dreyfus days, I knew I mat to deal 

with the problems of anti-semitism but I was deli0 htfully surprised to note that 

your rabbi had t ' e poetic touch which I saw in the other titles as well, toreally 

give the title a flair that I wonder whether riv lecture can measure up to. It 

really wasn't entirily fair for me not to have known the very beautifully selected 

title prior to the publication of the brochure. If the lecture fa l ls short, the 

title is still a good one. 

In trying to deal with cashiered captain, to try t o deal with the problem of 

the Dreyfus case in a single hour is likewise a kind of project that is in any way 

unfair to set before a speaker because there are so many different facets that 

involve the Dreyfus case that ohe is tempted to explore in full. Each of these 

facets in turn would lead not merely to a single lecture but co uld well lead to a 

series of lectures. One has in this case almo st everything that one could see. 

One could fasten one's primary concern and attention of the suffering of an individual 

human. An individual who suffered in a most cruel fashi on not merely because he was 

sent to Devil's Island, not merely because he lived there in dreadful isolation, not 

merely because he was literally chained at night in this isolated confinement, and 

hemmed in by not only guards but specially protected walls. The suffering that this 

would impose on any human being is of course worthy of interest and concern from 

all of us but that it should occur to an individual who from virtually the very 

moment that he was born was dedicated to a love of France, who rare for a Jewish 

boy even in France, decided on a military career when he was still extremely young. 

Who sought to excel in every manner possible in the various schools that he went 

to in order that he might achieve recognition as an officer not only worthy of 

France but worthy of the highest ideal that the French army and the French officer 

should represent. An individual who so dedicated his life should have been accused 

of treason much less to have been sent off to Devil's Island for a crime which he 

did not commit - sent off on the basis of evidence which was no evidence at the 

begin1ing of the trial and suddenly with no evidence in the many, many years that 
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followed. Evidence which was known to those who made the evidence available to 

t he military court knowin · that this was somethin which certainly was not the 

sort of thing that any individual co 1ld be convicted of, much less an individual 

whose record had been so clear in dedication to France and to the traditions of 

the French ariey so complete was the case of Captain Dreyfus . rhe humiliation and 

the hurt that this kind of charge could be leveled ctgainst him, probably was equal 

in torment to the physical sufferings that he went ~ thru, the many years that 

hevas at Devil's Islarrl because this physical sufferer was continuously compelled 

witb this deep, deep hurt of someone whose most dedicated commitment is denied, 

, the very reverse of it is assumed to be true. So one could want to dwell 

on the human factor. Dreyfus and the humiliation and the degradation that he went 

through. One co uld wish it well if one had time for al l these facets of how an 

individual, again an individual who wanted x to fasten our attention on the individual 

elements of human tra edy and of human drama of how the man most responsi le or 

opening u the Dreyfus case - for making it o i le that ultimate freedom would be 

achieved ha ppened to be an individual who had been Dreyfus 's teacher in one of the 

military sc hools who had never particularly cared for reyfus - who was an anti

semite. An anti-semite who didn't care for Jews at all but when quite t y accident 

he fell upon the evidence of Dreyf us was no evidence at all . 

V'Jhen he discover=>d that the guilty party, the individual responsible for the hand-

writing in the so called list that Dreyfus su posedly handed over to 

the German government - that-when he discovered this he went to the general , General 

at the time, and confronted him with a clear indic ct tion of Dreyfus's 

innocence and when the general told him to or et a out it and pay no heed to it 

he turned to him and he said 'but General this man is innocent'. The General as 

supposed to have responded 'and what of that ' , ~e honor of the arrey- is of rater 

consequence~and drawing himself up to the full stature of his pride as a soldier 

in the Frenc' arrcy, he said tote General "This is abominable. This man is innocent." ,,.. 



-4-

In the effort t o achieve the recogniti r n of this innocence this Colonel Picquart, 

himself was to suf f'er, removal from his post in the Intellieence Ar·ea, was sent 

out literally to be shot in North Africa. This t o- wo:ld be something that one 

would want to ponder ove1·. Of how an anti-seMite, but an anti-semite who himself 

JGU1 had a certain personal integrity and concern f or truth - was willi ne to defy 

irix all of his of ficers and the men in con~and and to put the innocence above the 

so called needs of state and th e needs of the army 

an individual and the suffering - one 

uould deal with Picquart, an individual and his suffering - one could deal with 

theme - one could deal with the thene of how the Dreyfus case almos t by 

accident became the means by whi ch all of France was turned into two camps - a 

camp in which anti-semitism was the basic driving force - the dedication t the 

army - dedication to the needs of state and reigned in opposition against the 

army and against the church and by large against much of the state. Some o the 

_~_reat spiritual, intellectuals and creativP souls of France in the 1890' s 

a ereat novelist such as 7pla calling orth or war - being 

supreme over the interests of the state and even over the ar y - calling for the 

need to reorder the French Republic adound traditions of the Republic and the 

right s of man. That man Dreyfus, being a man, beine an individual was not to be 

sacrificed for interests of state or for the interest of the army or for the 

interests of any other kind of group. So one could concentrate in dealing with 

t r is theme. And one could even concentrate if one so sought. One could even 

concentrate on or how strange it all turned out to be that here 

this Dreyfus case that stireed up France for five, six, seven years suddenly 

disolves and is virtuall y of no consequence - to see for example that Dreyfus 

himself was much later in life, after he had been freed, after he had been exonerated, 

after his honor had been once more restored when some other instance involving 

tr ason came up and some reference was made t o the possibility that the man mi ht 
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be innocent. It is reported at the end that he said, shrugging his shoulder, '' ere 

there's smoke, there's fire". An unwillingness on the part of Dreyfus even when he 

was standing u~ for his own rehabilitation - to stand wi . lingly behind Picquart, 

because Dreyfus in accepting a pardon, a pardon mind you hich indicated that 

presumably he had been guilty was in effect turning his back on Picquart who by 

virtue of his pardon himself might never be exonerated of the charges that were 

launched against him because he had attempted to make available Dreyfus's innocence 

for his own career in the army having been shattered by the virtue of 

for Dreyfus and here Dreyfus, in a sense, turning his back on the very individual 

most responsible for • That this man Dreyfus who became in many ways a heroic 

idea was a person of literal 




