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The topic of the Holocaust is undoubtedly one that continues to engage 
scholars year after year, despite the growing distance between the Second 
World War and the present day. However, while it is certainly true that “the 
extensive literature available about the Holocaust grows daily, and it seems 
to be nearly limitless in scope” (Weeks 2006, 117), it is equally true that even 
in the third decade of the twenty-first century there are still aspects of the 
Holocaust that remain uncharted or under‑investigated. Therefore, despite 
new literature on the Holocaust being published relentlessly and constant-
ly, “the history of the Holocaust and the crimes of Hitler’s Germany is far 
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from complete” (Weeks 2006, 118). Additionally, with a subject so vast and 
multidimensional as the Holocaust, there is always a risk of some themes 
and topics being explored more thoroughly, while others tend to remain 
rather obscure.

The history of the International Tracing Service2 (renamed in 2019 as the 
Arolsen Archives – International Center on Nazi Persecution3), “a largely 
unknown organization” (Stone 2023, 9), can be viewed as one of those areas 
where scholarship seems unsatisfactory – especially in comparison to the 
extent of the archive itself. The archive, located since the end of the Second 
World War in Bad Arolsen (a small German town west of the city Kassel4), 
is an international centre for documentation and research on the Holocaust 
and Nazi persecution. With about 30 million documents and records on about 
17.5 million people, Arolsen Archives is the largest collection on the subject 
and an unrivalled source of knowledge for various stakeholders, from peo-
ple searching for their missing relatives (the primary focus of the archive 
since its inception5) to educators and scholars wanting (and, at times, even 
demanding6) to study precious materials available in the archive. As Marga-
rete Myers Feinstein accurately describes, “the massive scale of the Arolsen 
Archive is overwhelming” (Feinstein 2024, 312), which is exactly why a book 
like Stone’s Fate Unknown: Tracing the Missing after World War II & the 
Holocaust was extremely needed and perhaps long overdue considering the 
many decades of International Tracing Service’s existence (and heated de-
bates surrounding it7). 

2	 Hereafter: ITS.
3	 Hereafter: Arolsen Archives. Despite the 2019 name change, both names (ITS and Arolsen 

Archives) are used interchangeably in this text, because it refers equally to (historical) insti-
tution International Tracing Service (ITS) and to its current state, operating under the name 
Arolsen Archives. Additionally, it should be stressed that while the name changed, “the insti-
tution itself has not changed and we continue to do the same work, of course, just as we did 
in the past” (Arolsen‑archives.org 2024).

4	 While relatively unknown for the general public, Bad Arolsen was strategically chosen as 
the location of the archive, taking into consideration the different areas of Allied‑occupied 
territories. 

5	 The need to locate the missing as core objective of ITS was addressed in detail by Henning 
Borggräfe, Christian Höschler and Isabel Panek (2019, 17).

6	 During the prolonged time of ITS having a restricted access to its archives, Holocaust research-
ers and educators were actively protesting against such a limited access to the collections and 
advocating for a change, which finally happened in 2007, when the archive was officially open 
for the general public (Borggräfe, Höschler and Panek 2019, 18–19). 

7	 Referring here primarily to the one regarding the ITS isolation policy, as well as to the more 
recent one about digitalization of the archive content. 
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Dan Stone, professor of Modern History and Director of the Holocaust 
Research Institute at Royal Holloway, University of London, is currently 
one of the most prominent Holocaust researchers and his prior books on 
the subject, including Constructing the Holocaust: A Study in Historiogra-
phy, published in 2003 by Vallentine Mitchell, Histories of the Holocaust, 
published in 2010 by Oxford University Press and the recent The Holocaust: 
An Unfinished History (2023, published by Pelican Books), already belong 
to the canon of Holocaust literature. His latest monograph, Fate Unknown: 
Tracing the Missing after World War II & the Holocaust8 published by Ox-
ford University Press in 2023, addresses an important subject of “an unknown 
but crucial postwar institution” (Stone 2023, XIV). As Stone shows, studying 
the International Tracing Service and its contents can offer an extraordinary 
insight into Nazi persecution and its aftermath, as well as provide a unique 
example of international collaboration and commitment to remember. The 
book is meticulously crafted, rich in details and consists of eight chapters, 
supported by an introduction and conclusion, as well as by a list of figures 
(which include photographs and a selection of documents from archives), list 
of abbreviations, bibliography and index. Altogether, Fate Unknown consists 
of 432 pages, which allow Stone to unravel the elaborate history of ITS from 
its beginning in the 1940s to the current state of affairs in the twenty-first 
century (the book covers material up to the early 2020s). 

Chapter one “Tracing the Tracers” examines the “tracing” itself, includ-
ing the meaning of the process as well as the ITS’s (or its precursor institu-
tions, i.e. Jewish Joint Distribution Committee) complex beginnings and ear-
ly history. What can be particularly interesting for historians and Holocaust 
researchers – whether the ITS is the focus of their work or not – is how the 
need for tracing was present before the Second World War ended and how 
the idea behind it focused on “the emotional and existential needs of the rel-
atives of the missing” (Stone 2023, 27) in addition to the political and mili-
tary needs of the Allies. Analysing such a concept can add to the discourse 
on relations between the individual and the collective memory of the Holo-
caust, as well as be beneficial in approaching it in a cosmopolitan (see: Levy 
and Sznaider 2002; 2006) or transnational (see: Craps and Rothberg 2011; De 
Cesari and Rigney 2014) manner. Additionally, considering the establishment 
of the ITS as an international collaboration founded on a common need to 
document and a shared responsibility to remember can contribute to a bet-
ter understanding of twentieth-century memory politics. 

8	 Hereafter: Fate Unknown.
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Chapter two “Discoveries” goes deep into the collection of documents 
available in the ITS archives, allowing Stone to change his focus from a wide 
historical perspective in chapter one to specific case studies of

four separate sets of documents […] the newspaper Polish Jew, produced in New 
York between 1942 and 1945; the eyewitness accounts of Auschwitz provided by 
Dr Otto Wolken to the Polish Mission of the UN War Crimes Commission af-
ter the liberation of the camp; the case of Natalia Skibińska, a Polish girl whose 
whereabouts were traced by the Child Search Branch, leading to an intense cor-
respondence between her, her mother, her German foster parents and ITS; and 
the postwar statements given to war crimes investigations teams by British POWs 
who had been held in camp E715 at Monowitz, or Auschwitz III, where they wit-
nessed the Nazis’ slave labour and murder policies at first hand (Stone 2023, 77).

With this new approach, Stone manages both to highlight the vast variety of 
documents in ITS archives and also to make sure that readers remember that 
behind each document stands a person and their unique story. This, perhaps, 
is especially important when taking into consideration the struggle to bal-
ance between providing numerical data (death tolls, statistics), objective yet 
impersonal, and addressing individual, therefore inherently subjective, expe-
riences of survivors in Holocaust studies (see: Gross and Grudzińska-Gross 
2012; Pollack 2017). 

Chapter three “Slaves for the Reich” explains how documents available 
in ITS archives offer important knowledge on the logistics and functioning 
of Auschwitz and Gross‑Rosen sub‑camps. While concentration camps are 
not the focus of Fate Unknown, which Stone clearly states,9 pointing to ad-
ditional sources in regard to this subject (Stone 2023, 115), he shows how 
analysing the materials in Arolsen Archives can be applied to reach a better 
understanding of the intent and the complexity behind Nazi camps. 

Chapter four “Columns of Misery” focuses in detail on death marches 
and liberation, once again combining historical (and geographical) data with 
personal stories, which can both be found in the extensive ITS collections.

Chapter five “The Legion of the Lost” and chapter six “Survivors, Displaced 
Persons, Refugees” both highlight the ITS’s core mission and main objective – 
the search for missing persons (see: Arolsen Archives, DocID: 82492866; Ar-
olsen Archives, DocID: 82503493; Arolsen Archives, DocID: 82493195) – and 
show the multitude of life stories violated by the Second World War. 

9	 It may be worth adding that Stone has previously written a separate book on the subject, Con-
centration Camps: A Short History, published by Oxford University Press in 2017.

PJAC New Series 21 (1/2025): 97–103



Kuchta, Dan Stone. 2023. Fate Unknown: Tracing the Missing…� 101

Chapter seven “Tracing Survival” concentrates on stories of survivors 
and their individual journeys. While the scale of “the three million Tracing 
and Documentation (TD) files in ITS” (Stone 2023, 298) which “represent the 
tracing history of all those individuals on whom ITS has conducted a search” 
(Stone 2023, 298) is crushing, Stone once again makes a point to show the 
people behind the numbers and lives behind documents. It would be easy to 
overwhelm and distance the reader with the abundance of large numbers, 
but names and individual stories – like the one about “57-year‑old Rabbi 
Friedman from Galicia, for example” (Stone 2023, 304), who “spent the war 
years in Siberia and Central Asia, and when he returned to Poland, ‘found all 
towns destroyed and no Jews’” (Stone 2023, 304) – make the chapter resonate 
on a personal level. Such a perspective, visible throughout the monograph, 
corresponds, as Stone explains, with the tracing process itself, treated as 
“the basis for describing the history of the Holocaust ‘from below’ (i.e. from 
the perspective of the victims)” (Stone 2023, 16). This approach continues in 
chapter eight “Europe’s Missing Children,” where Stone aims to explain the 
role of the ITS in documenting the fates of young Holocaust victims or sur-
vivors and finding the missing children after the war, which “was perhaps 
the most important aspect of ITS’s work” (Stone 2023, 354), especially from 
the perspective of affected families. 

It can therefore be easily summarised that in the aforementioned eight 
chapters Stone gives a comprehensive overview of the Arolsen Archives’ his-
tory and a detailed insight into its collections of documents. But the book cov-
ers much more than ITS chronology and the specifics of the archive content. 
While being a historian, Stone is just as much a memory studies researcher, 
addressing the issue of whether and how Arolsen Archives affects the con-
cept of Holocaust memory – which is indicated by the title of the final part 
of the book content (“Conclusion: The ITS and Holocaust Memory”) – and 
how it contributed to (Western) European discourse on the Second World 
War and trauma. In a manner that is also typical for his previous books, once 
again Stone is “interested in memory and the historicization of the Holo-
caust” (Weeks 2006, 126) which is reflected in a special focus on how the ITS 
can be viewed from multiple perspectives and in relation to various topics, 
including the international culture of Holocaust remembrance, the scale of 
Nazi persecution and its aftermath, tensions between secrecy and openness 
when it comes to Holocaust archives and even the issue of “survivorship 
bias” (Stone 2023, 400). In his insightful work, Stone carefully combines com-
prehensive research on the Arolsen Archives and the ability to apply a “big 
picture” perspective. Such an approach makes Fate Unknown both attentive 
to details regarding the extensive history of the archive and also interesting 
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for readers looking into a large‑scale overview of the memorialisation of the 
Holocaust in Europe – such as myself. I considered reading Stone’s Fate Un-
known essential for studying the ITS10 and such an assumption was correct, 
but the monograph can certainly be relevant for Holocaust scholars whose 
interests go beyond the ITS itself – which is particularly difficult for books 
focused on a very specific subject.
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