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Paul Grüninger (27 October 1891 – 22 February 1972):
Police commander, refugee rescuer, humanitarian

In 1938/39, on the eve of the Second World War, St. Gallen police commander Paul
Grüninger allowed several hundred Jewish and other refugees to cross the Rhine border,
saving them from Nazi persecution. Because in doing so he violated official directives, in
part at the very least, he was summarily dismissed in the spring of 1939 and sentenced by
the courts the following year. In 1971, the State of Israel honoured Paul Grüninger as
‘Righteous Among the Nations’; a tree was named in his honour at the Yad Vashem
memorial in Jerusalem. In contrast, it was not until 1993, some two decades after his
death, that the St. Gallen authorities took the first steps to pardon him.

Paul Grüninger as a teacher
Grüninger was born and raised in the city of St. Gallen. After leaving school, he
completed a teacher training seminar in Rorschach and obtained his teaching
certificate in 1911. Following an initial position in Räfis near Buchs, he moved to the
Evangelical secondary school in Au in the Rhine Valley of St. Gallen in 1913.

Approval of the election to the Evangelical secondary school in Au in the minutes of the Education Council (Education
Commission), 14 May 1913 (St. Gallen State Archive: KA R.130 B 1, 1913/246)

Au: Grüninger’s place of work as a teacher (1913–19) and last place of residence (1962–72): Picture postcard,
around 1900. Main view and smaller images: Evangelical schoolhouse (left), village, church, Kobel (St. Gallen
State Archive: W 238/03.01-02)
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Transfer to the cantonal police
In 1919, Paul Grüninger decided to join the cantonal police “for reasons of financial
betterment” where he was elected lieutenant, and then promoted to captain
(commander) in 1925.

Paul Grüninger, captain of the cantonal police (1925–39):
Portrait photograph, undated (St. Gallen State Archive: W 028/2.03a)

Group photo of the police recruit school in 1931, Captain Paul Grüninger in the centre
(St. Gallen State Archive: W 028/2.02b)
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Wave of refugees from Austria in the summer of 1938
The annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany in March 1938 led to a rapidly increasing
wave of refugees at the St. Gallen border the following summer. This was focused on the
loop of the Old Rhine near Diepoldsau, where the shallows were favourable to border
crossing. The majority of the refugees came from Vienna; many of them were merchants
or trade employees.

Location sketch by Immigration Police: Border between Switzerland and German Austria in the St. Gallen
Rhine Valley, around 1942 (St. Gallen State Archive: A 143/8.1.10)

4/14

Various Swiss newspapers, from the St. Galler Tagblatt to the Neue Zürcher Zeitung
(NZZ), reported on the ‘emigrants’ at the height of the wave of refugees, detailing their
origins and motives, as well as their provisional accommodation, including a camp set up
in an empty Schiffli machine embroidery factory in Diepoldsau.

Reporting on the emigrants in the Rhine Valley, NZZ, 21 August 1938
(St. Gallen State Archive: A 116/38.267)
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The example of Paul and Malka Herz
Paul Herz (born in 1901), a Jewish merchant from Vienna, had illegally crossed the
Swiss border near Diepoldsau together with his wife Malka (born in 1906) on 1
August 1938. The two cited their fear of arrest at their place of origin as the reason
for their entry. In March 1939 they received a ‘tolerance permit’ limited to a few
months, which was extended several times before they finally moved on to New
York in April 1949.

Questionnaire by the Jewish Refugee Aid organisation (St. Gallen State Archive: A 143/3.1517, A 143/3.1518)
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The border closure of 18–19 August 1938
On 18 August 1938, the rapidly increasing number of refugees prompted the federal
authorities to impose a border closure for refugees from German Austria who did
not have a visa. The social-democratic Volksstimme reacted with sharp criticism.

Federal Police Department, circular letter to the border police posts, 18 August 1938.
(St. Gallen State Archive: A 116/38.267)

Volksstimme, 27 January 1938
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Refugee rescuer
Contrary to the instructions of the federal authorities, Paul Grüninger continued to
allow hundreds of refugees to enter from Austria after 18 August 1938. One of the
ways he did this was by moving the records of their entry dates to a time before the
border closure had come into effect. At least indirect evidence of this procedure can
be found in the following index cards for the Markowits family, which show two
different versions of the date of entry: an original one dated 18 August 1938 (after
the border closure had come into effect) and a corrected one dated 16 August 1938
(before the border closure).

Examples from the emigrant file of the Cantonal Immigration Police, 1939 (St. Gallen State Archive: A 143/1.7)

8/14

Councillor Valentin Keel comes under pressure
From January 1939, the high number of refugees who continued to enter via the St.
Gallen border despite the border closure led to critical inquiries from the Federal
Immigration Police in Bern. Valentin Keel – probably not least with a view to his
upcoming election for confirmation as a member of the cantonal government in
March of that year – passed on the pressure to his subordinate Paul Grüninger. In
his letter of 12 January 1939, he demanded immediate and complete clarification of
the situation from him, as well as strict compliance with all regulations. In his
statement of 26 January 1939, Grüninger provided the figures requested. At the
same time, he referred to the extraordinarily difficult situation on a human level
faced by the police at the border.

Cantonal Councillor Valentin Keel, Head of the Cantonal Police Department,
1930–42 (St. Gallen State Archive: BMA 266)

9/14

Dismissal and judicial conviction
Based on a preliminary administrative investigation, on 31 March 1939 the St.
Gallen cantonal government decided to suspend Grüninger from his office and
initiate criminal proceedings. He was summarily dismissed on 12 May 1939, which
meant the loss of all salary entitlements. On 23 December 1940, the District Court
of St. Gallen sentenced Paul Grüninger to a fine of 300 Swiss francs and to pay
court costs of around 1,000 Swiss francs for breach of official duty and forgery of
documents.

Ruling of the Cantonal Council on the dismissal of Paul Grüninger, 12 May 1939
(St. Gallen State Archive: A 42, Vol. II)
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Financial hardship and social ostracism
As a result of his summary dismissal, which was also accompanied by the loss of
his pension entitlement, the court ruling and the associated social ostracism, Paul
Grüninger was unable to find permanent professional employment for the rest of his
life and, according to his own statements, found himself “frequently in extremely dire
circumstances”.

Excerpts from a curriculum vitae written by Paul Grüninger, 1954
(St. Gallen State Archive: W 028 (reproduction); Original: KB Vadiana VMs S Q 25)

In view of the drastic consequences that his engagement for the refugees had for
Grüninger and his family, it is all the more remarkable that, right until his death, he
looked back on his actions in the years 1938/39 without remorse and saw them as
“founded in my Christian world view”: “On the contrary, I am proud to have saved
the lives of many hundreds of severely oppressed people”, he wrote in this regard in
his self-authored curriculum vitae in 1954.
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Failed attempts at official pardon
The request with which Cantonal Parliament member Leza Uffer called for the
former police captain to be pardoned in May 1970, based on a previously published
article by Council of States member Willi Rohner, which was made while Grüninger
was still alive, did prompt the Cantonal Council of St. Gallen, the St. Gallen
executive, to write an official letter thanking Grüninger for his “humane attitude”.
Other than this, the request remained without result, as did numerous other political
initiatives along the same lines in the years that followed.

Cantonal Parliament, request by Uffer, 5 May 1970
(St. Gallen State Archive: A 42, Vol. II
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Political and legal pardon
The discussion around pardoning Grüninger did not begin to change significantly
until the early 1990s, some two decades after his death. The Justice for Paul
Grüninger association, which was founded in 1991, was a key driver for this, and
commissioned journalist Stefan Keller with the historical reappraisal of the
Grüninger case. The results of his research were first published in book form in
1993 and immediately attracted widespread attention.

Front page of the St. Galler Tagblatt, 1 December 1995 (St. Gallen State Archive: W 028)

In the same year, Grüninger was politically pardoned by the government of St.
Gallen, and in 1995 he was also legally pardoned when the District Court of St.
Gallen overturned its 1940 verdict and acquitted Grüninger of the charges he had
faced.
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Financial reparation and establishment of the Paul Grüninger Foundation

Media release by the Cantonal Chancellery, 7 April 1998 (St. Gallen State Archive: A 230/1998.077)

Finally, in 1998, the Cantonal Parliament agreed to make financial reparations to
Paul Grüninger’s family as a reconciliation gesture for the losses they had suffered
as a result of his dismissal and its consequences. With the sum of 1.3 million Swiss
francs, the descendants established a foundation that has since maintained the
memory of Paul Grüninger and others who acted in the same spirit. Ruth RodunerGrüninger (1921–2021), the daughter of Paul Grüninger, who died at the end of
December 2021 aged over 100, was elected as the first president of the foundation.
Martin Jäger, St. Gallen State Archive, February 2022
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