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			Note on Historical Place Names

			The spelling of place names in this book follows the spelling used in the historical sources on which it is based and thus also expresses the power dynamics of the time. Between 1940 and 1991, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Belorussia (today’s Republic of Belarus), and Ukraine belonged to the Soviet Union. For this period, the Russian form of all Soviet place names is used—i.e., Babi Yar (not Babyn Yar), Kharkov (not Kharkiv), Kiev (not Kyiv), Mogilev (not Mahilyow), Rovno (not Rivne), Vitebsk (not Vitsebsk), and so forth, except if the sources adopt a different spelling. The city now known as Lviv in Ukraine is referred to as Lemberg in the context of German rule. I use the Polish name, Lwów, in a few instances where the discussion centers on the city’s predominantly Polish character between 1920 and 1944; otherwise, the spelling is Lvov.

			The narrative parts of the book use an intuitive spelling of Slavic names, whereas the annotation transliterates these same names according to scholarly conventions: Ilya Ehrenburg in the text; Il’ia Erenburg in the notes—though only for the most part…Ehrenburg also frequently appeared in German or French sources where he is spelled as Ilja Ehrenburg (German) or Ilya Ehrenbourg (French).

			Readers may wonder why the book refers to Soviet communists as Bolsheviks in some instances and as Bolshevists in others. The National Socialists and most Germans frequently referred to the Soviet rulers as Bolshevists, a term that conjured for them an enormous threat. Only rarely do German sources from the Nazi era use the term Bolsheviks. The variation in spelling in this book reflects this uneven practice.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			A few days into the German occupation of Kiev in September 1941, explosions rocked the city, blowing up office buildings and apartment blocks where German soldiers were quartered. Before their withdrawal from Kiev, Soviet forces had placed mines throughout the downtown area. Triggered by sabotage teams stationed outside the city in communication with undercover Soviet agents within it, the explosions killed some two hundred German soldiers and an unknown number of residents. The Germans on the ground immediately decided who was responsible for this terror attack: the Jews.

			House searches began. On September 22, two Gestapo agents in plain clothes charged into the apartment of thirty-nine-year-old resident Olga Mukhortova-Pekker. One of them punched Olga’s elderly neighbor, who stood in the doorway, while the second man threw himself at Olga, yelling, “Gangsters! Your power has ended! Tell us where your Jew-Communist husband is!” Within a week, the Germans had rounded up Kiev’s Jews. Thousands of men, women, and children were led into a ravine on the city’s outskirts, forced to lie down, and shot. Those who were brought later were forced to lie face down on the bodies of the dead and were shot in turn. With the help of Ukrainian auxiliaries, over the course of two days German task forces killed 33,771 Jews. In their reports of the mass killings in Kiev’s Babi Yar ravine and other places, German security officials described their actions as a political operation to destroy the pillars of the Soviet order: “It can be stated positively today that the Jews, without exception, served Soviet Bolshevism.”[1]

			Bolshevism was one of Hitler’s primary obsessions and the catalyst that provoked Nazi Germany to mount a war of extermination unprecedented in world history. The term Lenin had given to the Soviet Communist Party, “Bolshevism” was how the Nazis and other right-wing crusaders characterized the Soviet system, a system both repulsive and menacing, conjuring “Asiatic” cunning, criminality, and mass murder. Émigrés from Russia had circulated lurid accounts of leather-clad commissars dispatching thousands of helpless victims by shooting them in the neck. In the words of one such émigré, who would rise in the Nazi Party to become Germany’s wartime minister for the Occupied Eastern Territories, Bolshevism was a “plague” that threatened the West’s very survival. A collision with it had only two possible outcomes: “annihilation, or victory.”[2]

			The Führer consistently portrayed Communists as his deadliest enemies. Throughout the Weimar years, he exploited Germans’ fear of a civil war, which was, above all, the fear of a Communist uprising. After coming to power, the Nazis locked up more than one hundred thousand German Communists in concentration camps created for that purpose. “Europe against Bolshevism” became their most popular rallying cry. By the late 1930s, Hitler felt ready to move against the Soviet Union, both to face down the global menace he believed Bolshevism had become and, conveniently, to seize territories in the East that were vital for Germany to realize its imperial racial destiny. On August 11, 1939, only days before Nazi Germany would sign a nonaggression pact with the Soviet Union, Hitler openly remarked: “Everything I undertake is directed against Russia. If the West is too stupid and blind to grasp this, then I shall be compelled to come to an agreement with the Russians, beat the West, and after its defeat, turn against the Soviet Union with all my forces.”[3]

			Hitler’s other great obsession was with the Jews. He had been a fierce anti-Semite from early on in his life, but it was only with his embrace of anti-Bolshevik thought in the aftermath of World War I that his hatred of Jews became an ideology.[4] To Hitler, Bolshevism evoked not only Soviet Communism, but the nefarious goals of Jews, who had created Marxism and seized the Kremlin in a bid to invade Germany and all of Europe. The widespread conviction among the German Right that Jewish or Jewish-led Communists had masterminded their country’s downfall in 1918 gave Hitler’s ideas about the Jewish enemy substance and intensity.

			So completely did the Soviet system embody the twin hatreds of Jews and Bolsheviks that the Nazis and other far-right movements used a neologism to refer to it: “Judeo-Bolshevism.” In the Nazi imagination, the USSR was the most powerful Jewish organization in the world; they called it “World Enemy No. 1.” The Soviet threat was all-encompassing: As Hitler noted with concern in 1936, the rulers in Moscow propagated the “most extreme” variant of the modern Enlightenment faith, which had first provoked the French Revolution and was now sending the world hurtling toward a global showdown.[5] Coded by the Nazis as Jewish, the Communist creed of universalism and interracial solidarity stood in the way of Hitler’s plans to fulfill the German people’s historical destiny as the world’s master race. Germany had to either destroy the Soviet Union or suffer its own demise. As they readied their country for war, Nazi leaders never tired of denouncing Communism as a world-devouring Jewish plot. Large “anti-Bolshevik” exhibitions toured German cities during the 1930s, to expose the USSR’s Semitic face and deadly designs. Hundreds of thousands of German boys and men saw these ghastly exhibits prior to joining their nation’s fight on the Eastern Front. In May 1939, the notoriously anti-Semitic paper, Der Stürmer, prepared its readers for Germany’s upcoming “punitive campaign” against Bolshevism. The war would “provide the same fate for [the Jews in Russia] that every murderer and criminal must expect. Death sentence and execution. The Jews in Russia must be killed. They must be exterminated root and branch. Then the world will see that the end of the Jews is also the end of Bolshevism.”[6]

			On June 22, 1941, more than three million German soldiers, the largest army in the nation’s history, invaded the USSR. “Operation Barbarossa,” Hitler announced to his generals, would play out as a gigantic final battle between German National Socialism and Soviet Communism. Before the campaign began, Hitler ordered the troops on the ground to disavow the international norms of warfare that German soldiers had previously adhered to when fighting elsewhere in Europe. Specifically, they were to detain and mark for execution the political commissars in the Red Army, who were believed to be the army’s Jewish masterminds. German soldiers were also told to use deadly force against civilians as needed. When they came face-to-face with millions of “Bolsheviks,” who were supposedly more beast than human, German soldiers were to resort to the very cruelty and ruthlessness they had ascribed to the enemy.

			The invading German troops largely accepted their leaders’ view of the Soviet Union as a Judeo-Bolshevik terror regime. As they entered Soviet homes, the first question soldiers shouted at frightened residents was: “Jude, Kommunist?” “We just know,” an artillerist from Göttingen wrote home to his parents, “that this war is a war between good and evil, between reason and lunacy, for Bolshevism is out-of-control madness.” The soldier asked his parents not to think that he had turned into a Nazi propagandist. He hadn’t realized, he wrote, that “the picture that has been painted of Russia would pale against the horrific reality.”[7]

			The first to die en masse were the Jews of the Soviet Union, Bolshevism’s essential backers in the eyes of the invaders. From the first days of the invasion, SS commando units rounded up and executed Jewish men. When German forces behind the front lines came under fire, they reflexively attributed this hostility to Jews, who constituted a large part of the population of the Soviet Union’s western regions. In reprisal for acts of sabotage, the SS annihilated entire Jewish communities. Even small children were targeted as future resistance fighters and “finished off,” in the language of the SS death squads. The Jews of the Soviet Union were to be killed collectively, because they were believed to be Soviet Jews. As Hitler had admonished his generals prior to the campaign, if they failed to see Operation Barbarossa in his stark political terms, “then while we may beat the enemy before us today, in thirty years we will be faced once more by the Communist foe.”[8]

			As they became consumed by their battle against Bolshevism, German leaders began to cast all European Jews as Bolsheviks. When Communists across Europe staged demonstrations and uprisings after Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union, Nazi officials responded by blaming “Bolsheviks” and rounding up Jews. Throughout Nazi-occupied lands, Jews were soon redefined—they were no longer racial aliens who could simply be expelled from Germanic soil, but racial-political enemies who needed to be destroyed. In this fashion, the annihilation of Jews in the Soviet Union seamlessly extended into the oppression, and then annihilation, of Jews elsewhere. On September 1, 1941, less than three months after Operation Barbarossa began, all Jews living in the German Reich were ordered to wear a yellow star on their sleeves when in public—a mandate supposedly necessitated by Jewish atrocities on the Eastern Front. Before long, the Nazi fixation on the Soviet Union as a Judeo-Bolshevik terror regime extended to their treatment of Jews everywhere.

			The Nazi war on Bolshevism additionally took aim at millions of non-Jewish Soviet citizens. Wehrmacht officials typically referred to their Soviet prisoners of war as “Bolsheviks” and mistreated them so horrifically that by early 1942 more than 2 million out of a total of 3.3 million captives had died. One million Leningraders, among them 400,000 children, starved to death during the blockade of the city, a siege that Hitler purposefully planned as an act of historical revenge, to extinguish the city in which Bolshevism had first come to power. The 3 million Soviet civilians brought to Germany as slave workers starting in 1942 received far worse treatment than workers from other nations.[9] Alone among the foreign laborers, these Soviet workers, predominantly young women, were under the jurisdiction of the Gestapo. In total, the Axis invasion and occupation took the lives of between 26 million and 27 million Soviet citizens, 15 million of them civilians. Among them were 2.6 million Jews.[10] The Nazis intended this colossal death count to be only the beginning. Blueprints for the postwar colonization of the East foresaw the extinction, mostly through starvation, of tens of millions of Soviet citizens, especially urban residents, who were believed to be most infected by Bolshevism.

			

			—

			Germany’s invasion in summer 1941 nearly knocked out the Soviet state. At the time of the attack, the Red Army was undergoing an organizational overhaul following Stalin’s bloody purge of his military, and its new command structures were not yet fully in place. The Soviet dictator expected Hitler to strike at some point, but the actual attack took him by surprise. Operation Barbarossa dealt a devastating blow to the Soviet military, killing or capturing nearly six million Red Army soldiers in just the first six months.

			In other respects, however, the USSR was prepared. For the past ten years, Soviet factories had been churning out tanks, cannons, and airplanes at rates far exceeding the estimates gathered by German intelligence.[11] Millions of young Soviet men and women underwent paramilitary training during the 1930s to condition themselves for an inevitable war, which the Soviet state anthem called the “final battle.” After Hitler took power, Moscow shone as one of the world capitals of anti-fascism, as intellectuals from across the world teamed up with Soviet writers to coordinate the cultural fight against Nazism.

			Among the Soviet reporters who joined this fight and brought it to millions of readers, none would prove more incisive or influential than Ilya Ehrenburg. Born into a Jewish family in Kiev, the left-leaning writer and journalist spent many years in France and Germany. Fluent in French and German, he witnessed Nazism’s violent expansion from up close. As the Paris correspondent for the Soviet newspaper Izvestiya, Ehrenburg reported from the trenches of the Spanish Civil War. In 1940, he fled Paris as German troops invaded, barely making it to the Soviet Union. From Moscow, he predicted Germany’s attack against the Soviet Union. On the day of the invasion, the writer fired his opening volley, the first of more than a thousand editorials he would produce over the course of the war.

			The scale and cruelty of German violence in the Soviet Union stunned even Ehrenburg, who believed he knew all there was to know about Germans and fascism. Aware that his accounts would otherwise be dismissed as propaganda, he packed his editorials with firm evidence of terrible German deeds. Citing German military orders and the diaries and letters of German servicemen that had been retrieved from the battlefield or found in the pockets of captured soldiers, Ehrenburg depicted German soldiers, as well as the people with whom they corresponded, as willing participants in Nazism’s horrendous crimes. The German murder of Soviet Jews prompted the intensely secular writer to embrace his own Jewish roots, but Ehrenburg’s editorials rarely detailed the ordeals of Jews alone. Committed universalist that he was, Ehrenburg depicted the war as a struggle between Germany, a nation that had forsaken its conscience, and a multiethnic Soviet order that was defending humanist values. Killing this enemy, Ehrenburg instructed his readers, was a moral duty.

			Far from every Soviet citizen was eager to defend the USSR on those terms, though. Millions of Soviet men and women entered the war with memories of the extraordinary violence they’d suffered at the hands of their own regime. They had survived a bloody civil war, a brutal collectivization campaign, and an ensuing famine. Several million people had been caught up in waves of arrests during the 1920s and ’30s. By the time of the German attack, police informants were recording widespread defeatist sentiment within Soviet society. As Wehrmacht units approached their home cities, many residents did not heed official exhortations to pack up and leave. At least some hoped that Hitler’s soldiers would bring liberation; Germans, after all, had a reputation for being “cultured” and benign.

			The reality of Nazi occupation shattered any such hopes and prompted people on the ground to reassess their relationship to the Soviet state. The prewar Soviet regime rivaled Nazi Germany in its ruthless persecution of perceived enemies, but unlike Germany it did not glorify its repressive acts. Stalin’s police agents carried out arrests under cloak of darkness, raiding apartments of presumed “counterrevolutionaries” at night. By contrast, the Germans staged their reckonings with Judeo-Bolshevism in broad daylight, for everyone to see. Nazi commanders summoned townspeople and villagers to watch executions of suspected “bandits,” and they left the bodies of the deceased hanging for weeks. These shocking deeds, compounded by plunder, destruction, and untold humiliations inflicted on locals who were reduced to servants, slaves, or prostitutes, prompted even erstwhile critics of the Communist regime to reexamine their commitments. The Nazis’ attempt to pulverize the Bolshevik system thus had the unintended effect of revitalizing the Soviet war effort. A newly discovered Soviet identity thrived in the occupied territories. The changing fortunes on the battlefields of the Eastern Front accelerated its formation.

			As the Soviets fought hard and passionately, Britons and Americans avidly followed their efforts in the press. Western reporters praised “the Russians” for leading a global crusade in support of humanity against the fascist might. Soviet snipers, soldiers, and workers, predominantly women, toured Great Britain and the United States, describing how to prevail against German fascism. During the epic standoff between the Wehrmacht and the Red Army at Stalingrad, British and American newspapers continually featured heroic stories from the beleaguered city. While the U.S.-sponsored Lend-Lease program supplied the Soviet Union with vast quantities of tanks, trucks, and food, infusions of another kind traveled from East to West: stirring tales of the Soviet men and women who had stopped the hitherto undefeated German military machine. In military, human, and cultural terms, the Soviet war effort formed the center of the global resistance against Nazism. By the time the Western Allies launched the cross-Channel invasion in June 1944, the Red Army had been fighting and dying for three long years.

			On their path of reconquest, Red Army soldiers crossed through Soviet towns, villages, and pastures that the enemy had ravaged during its retreat. They talked with survivors and saw gallows in marketplaces, often with corpses of suspected partisans still dangling from nooses. And they were led to ravines and anti-tank trenches on the outskirts of towns, where locals had begun to uncover mass graves filled with the bodies of mostly Jewish residents. Red Army commanders brought their soldiers to these murder sites to listen to political officers and local survivors, who offered harrowing accounts of German deeds. These vengeance meetings, as they were called, concluded with vows by the outraged soldiers to fight on and avenge the dead. In July 1944, Soviet soldiers reached Majdanek—the first death camp to be liberated by Allied troops. Six months later, the Red Army liberated Auschwitz. Thousands of troops participated in vengeance meetings held in these camps. Majdanek and Auschwitz became household names in the Soviet press.

			As the Red Army pushed into Germany, Ilya Ehrenburg summoned the memory of horrendous German crimes. “Advancing toward Berlin,” he wrote in Red Star, “are not only our divisions and armies, but also legions of petrified mothers, inconsolable widows, and children whose hair has turned gray…. Advancing toward Berlin are the boots, shoes, and baby slippers of those who have been gassed, among them the tiny shoes of a two-year-old…. Buried alive by the Germans, the children have crawled out of the pits and anti-tank trenches; they are already at the border, eager to get to Berlin…. These children are not going to go away. They are our conscience.”[12] Although Ehrenburg cast their objective as meting out justice, many of his readers were more interested in expressing violent hatred than bringing accountability. Countless rapes and acts of destruction punctuated the Red Army’s march toward Berlin, vengeful crimes in contravention of military decrees and official efforts to present the Soviet way of war as morally righteous.

			By this time, virtually all Germans had come to understand the Soviet Union as their defining enemy, in tune with what Nazi propaganda had proclaimed all along. Their existential fight against the “Mongolian hordes” and the “Jewish Commissars” who supposedly instigated them had molded Germans as Aryans, valiant defenders of European culture and Bolshevism’s future victims.[13] A wave of suicides roiled Germany’s eastern provinces in the winter and early spring of 1945. Most of these came before the arrival of Red Army troops—they were acts of dread-filled anticipation. Aversion toward “Russians” was universal, gripping even those far from the Eastern Front. From a Hamburg suburb, a German diarist observed how liberated Soviet POWs were roaming the streets during the final weeks of the war, asking for food and resorting to force when their requests were refused. The diarist recorded the hysterical mood among the local population: “The Russians are looting!” “The Russians are all murderers and criminals!” Local men would gather with bats and sticks, ready to defend their villages.[14]

			By 1945, “the Russian” displaced the Jew or Jewish Bolshevik as the embodiment of monstrous, Asiatic evil. With nearly all of Europe’s Jews killed, and the Red Army crossing into Germany, this conceptual reframing made political sense. Touting the fatherland as crucial to Europe’s defense against Bolshevism, Nazi newspapers in early 1945 called on the Western Allies to switch sides and come to Germany’s aid. Ehrenburg observed these maneuvers with alarm. In April 1945, with the Red Army about to seize Berlin, Ehrenburg warned that “one can win the war and lose the peace. Everyone knows this adage. The Germans, too, and as they are now losing this war, they are trying to win the peace.” Ehrenburg reported on German efforts to ingratiate themselves with the American occupiers and agitate against a supposed Russian menace. He also condemned the Western press’s double standard regarding Nazi violence, as British newspapers decried the barbaric killings of a few of their POWs in German captivity but made no mention of the millions of Soviet POWs who had been killed.[15] Ehrenburg’s premonition proved true: The Soviet Union defeated Germany militarily, but the Germans emerged as the winners on the ideological battlefield. Their slogan “Europe against Bolshevism” would live on past the demise of the Nazi state, occluding Germany’s singular crimes in the East for many years to come.

			For a moment after the war, Western public opinion registered the Soviet Union’s outsize losses. The lion’s share of the evidence that supported the indictment of top Nazi leaders at the Nuremberg International Military Tribunal came from the Soviet Union. The last of the four Allied powers to make its case, the Soviet indictment charge culminated in the screening of film footage documenting Nazi atrocities in Russia, Ukraine, Belorussia, the Baltic republics, and Poland. The film had a devastating impact on spectators in the courtroom. “Nothing,” a reporter for The New York Times wrote, had “brought the horror of the German occupation home to the court room as did today’s picture.”[16]

			But the world soon became desensitized to Soviet suffering. Two weeks after the Soviet film aired at Nuremberg, Winston Churchill warned dramatically about an “iron curtain” that had descended over Eastern Europe, casting Stalin as an aggressor in the mold of Hitler. Furious, Stalin reacted by likening Churchill himself to Hitler. The sundering of the wartime alliance put an end to the joint Allied prosecution of former Nazis. Soviet leaders departed Nuremberg convinced that international legal institutions did not serve their interests and should be shunned. Western leaders in turn began to denounce their erstwhile ally as a “totalitarian” foe. In the process, the West lost sight of millions of Soviet victims of Nazi aggression.

			One of the most often (mis)quoted texts about Nazi violence illustrates the workings of this dynamic. The text is theologian Martin Niemöller’s confession of his moral failure during the 1930s:

			
				First they came for the Communists, but I was not a Communist—so I said nothing. Then they came for the Social Democrats, but I was not a Social Democrat—so I did nothing. Then they came for the trade unionists, but I was not a trade unionist. And then they came for the Jews, but I was not a Jew—so I did little. Then when they came for me, there was no one left who could stand up for me.

			

			Originally a staunch nationalist, Niemöller had backed Hitler in 1933 before publicly denouncing the Nazi regime and being thrown in jail in 1937. After his release in 1945, Niemöller toured western Germany as a prominent preacher, imploring his countrymen to acknowledge their guilt for the Nazi crimes. Each lecture contained a variation of his confession. The churchman spoke extemporaneously, and he listed the victims in different order at different times. But every single recorded speech has the Communists at the beginning, and for good reason. Niemöller remembered well that the Nazis in power had first gone after the Communists. However, when invoking the theologian, multiple American politicians, as well as an encyclopedia of the Holocaust, moved the Jews from last to first place: “First they came for the Jews.” As a parting message to visitors, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., features Niemöller’s self-accusation in the last room of its permanent exhibition. The museum cites the theologian in a way he never spoke, changing the word “Communists” to “socialists.” In this version, the Communists are not relegated to a lower rank—they are erased from the record.[17]
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			My intention is to push against such amnesia and willful repression and to restore the USSR to its proper place in the history of the Second World War and the fight against Nazism. The Soviet Union was both the laboratory for the German politics of mass murder and the decisive power that defeated the Third Reich. For millions of Germans, the specter of Soviet Communism sparked murderous fantasies that they began to enact in 1941, inaugurating a wave of killing and terror unprecedented in modern history. Soviet observers seized on German atrocities to cast their own war effort as “humanity” resisting “fascist barbarism.” The power of this moral narrative was instrumental in achieving Allied victory over Nazi Germany. To fully understand the Second World War, we need to set its axis firmly in the East.

			World Enemy No. 1 calls for a revision of not only the geography of Nazi violence, but also its chronology. In searching for explanations of Nazism’s annihilatory thrust, many historians invoke the prehistory of anti-Semitism in Germany to tell the story of Hitler’s ascent and the rise of the Nazi Party in cumulative fashion. These profoundly German-centric accounts feature the Nazi assumption of power (1933), the Nuremberg Race Laws (1935), Kristallnacht (1938), Germany’s attack on Poland (1939), the creation of the Auschwitz–Birkenau death camp (1941), and the Wannsee Conference (1942) as decisive markers. Listed like station stops on a train schedule, the events suggest a point of origin, a direction, and a final destination.[18]

			Such “step-by-step” readings of how Nazism grew ever more destructive obscure the centrality of Soviet Jews in the German imagination. While the Nazis depicted Jews as part of a global conspiracy and railed against “Jewish banks in New York, the Jewish-plutocratic establishment in London, and the Jews of the Kremlin in Moscow,” they considered the Jews who hailed from the Soviet Union to be the greatest threat to Germany. Operation Barbarossa differed from all previous campaigns because it targeted an ostensibly Jewish state, governed by a “Jewish” Marxist-Leninist faith.[19] As supposed operatives of a huge and heavily armed Communist state, Soviet Jews were believed to wield political clout in ways other Jews and “racial aliens” did not. Germany’s attack on the Soviet Union thus marked the pivotal moment when German security forces instituted a system of mass murder to kill all Soviet Jews. The German-occupied Soviet lands in turn became ground zero of the destruction of Europe’s Jews.[20]

			If so much of what happened on the Eastern Front and behind its front lines remains unknown and hidden, this is only partly a problem of sources. To be sure, documents authenticating the scale, let alone the texture, of German crimes in the Soviet Union are incomplete.[21] The search for precision is further hampered by restricted access to sensitive documentation in Russian archives, keeping off-limits a host of documents believed to be essential for understanding the German-Soviet war. But the primary reason the Eastern Front has not yet been revealed as the decisive arena of the war has to do with politics—specifically the anti-Communist prejudice that pervades Western scholarship.

			Western anti-Communism is the reason why the Soviet Union is regularly described as an aggressor, rather than a target, let alone victim, in the history of the Second World War. Some of the most influential narratives of the war foreground the temporary pact between Hitler and Stalin and the German-Soviet rout of Poland as the most fateful marker in the history of the twentieth century. The decades-old enmity between German Nazism and Soviet Communism gets short shrift, as does the Soviet Union’s crucial yearslong contribution to the anti-Hitler alliance.[22] Many studies implicate all Soviet citizens in the cynical designs of their callous dictator. This calculus writes off the moral endeavor of a people whose sacrifices in fighting Nazism exceeded that of any other nation.[23] There seems to be no room for Soviet victims in our conscience. The shocking number of Soviet citizens—twenty-six million—who lost their lives between 1941 and 1945 is widely known. But the faces and the voices of these victims of Nazism are conspicuously absent. By contrast, historians have meticulously studied the excesses of violence committed by Soviet soldiers against German civilians.[24] The fantasy of an “Asiatic flood” sweeping Europe continues to be a mainstay of the West’s conception of Russia and the Soviet Union, and serves to buttress the West’s understanding of itself as a bastion of order and rectitude.

			The rise, starting in the 1960s, of Holocaust scholarship and its understanding of Nazism as a singular evil did little to correct this truncated memory. On the contrary, the study and commemoration of the Holocaust in Western countries have in recent decades increasingly become tied to the invocation of liberal democratic values. But liberal values are typically understood as antithetical to Communism. For that reason, the commemoration of the Holocaust in the West today tends to erase the central place of Communists, alongside Jews, as Nazism’s chief victims.

			Most Holocaust scholars, trained as Western or Central Europeanists with research languages that include German, French, Yiddish, and Polish, but rarely Russian, believe that the Nazis spewed hatred against all Jews from early on, irrespective of their imagined or real political affiliation. This view misses the fact that the deadliest forms of Nazi violence targeted a presumed political enemy. More fundamentally, the notion that the Nazis persecuted Jews exclusively as Jews obscures the distinction Germans made between all Jews as “racial aliens”—who were to be expelled from Germanic soil as “polluters” of the German race—and those Jews whose purported Communist ideology made them additionally a formidable threat to national security.

			The fateful linkage Germans created between Soviet Jews and Communists also remains understudied partly because scholars actively work to rupture it, intent on disproving Nazism’s notion of Soviet Communism as a Jewish conspiracy. For instance, a team of Holocaust scholars who recently published a critical edition of German security police reports issuing from Nazi-occupied Soviet territories included a detailed commentary to render the reports legible to modern-day readers. The persistent references in the SS reports to Soviet Jews as “Bolsheviks,” “criminals,” or “partisans,” the editors write, deserve no credence, as these ascriptions had no “objective” basis: The security police used such political language merely in order to conceal their murderous hatred toward all Jews.[25] While well intentioned, such attempts to expose Germany’s wartime conception as patently fantastical and therefore unworthy of serious investigation paper over the fact that these ideas were vital motivators of the Nazi project. An intricate racial-political calculus drove German killings on the Eastern Front, as the language employed by Nazi officials and German soldiers makes abundantly clear.

			To properly understand the war, the German crusade against Judeo-Bolshevism must be seen as the conflict’s driving force. A visceral loathing of Marxist ideology and its Communist offspring in particular directed Nazism’s most extreme violence, from the street fights incited by brown-shirted storm troopers in Berlin’s working-class neighborhoods, to the mass arrests of German Communists in 1933, to Germany’s eventual attack on the world’s first Communist state. Nazi leaders invariably cast this fight as targeting a Jewish enemy who had invented Communism and planned to use its power to destroy the world. Historically, this lethal anti-Communism has not received its due.[*]

			

			—

			The concerns of this book are personal for me. Born in 1966, I am West German by background and a historian of Russia by training. My father fought in the war. Drafted at age seventeen, he was sent to the Eastern Front when the Red Army was already inside Germany. A grenade splinter that tore into his leg on April 20, 1945, probably saved my father’s life. He was allowed to retreat, and somehow made his way to Berlin, and from there farther south to the Elbe River. A man on a horse cart offered him a ride to Hamburg; my father got on and, by a few days, managed to escape the ring that the Red Army formed around Berlin as part of their final attack. Many years later, he joined the German Foreign Service with the intention of specializing in Russia. But with his rudimentary knowledge of Russian, he could not compete with some of his peers who spoke the language fluently, and so he chose Mandarin and became a Chinese specialist instead. All the while my father retained a strong sense of curiosity for the Soviet Union. In 1984, about to enroll as a student at Berlin’s Free University, I followed my father’s advice to study Russian. He predicted interesting times ahead for the Soviet order. Shortly after I began my studies, Mikhail Gorbachev came to power, and six years later the Soviet Union dissolved. My father’s collection of Russian and Soviet writers is now in my library.

			My maternal grandfather was thirty-nine when World War II began. A manager of a bobbin factory in southern Germany and a member of the Nazi Party since 1937, he was never called up for military service. During the war, over a thousand mostly Soviet laborers were forced to work at the factory, which had been retrofitted to produce weapons. After French forces took the town and freed the camps, the former laborers asked to execute the SS guard who had cruelly ruled over their lives. The French gave them rifles to shoot the man. Some people then asked to shoot the director—my grandfather. But others stepped up, saying he was a good man, and so he was spared. Even so, when conversations on my mother’s side of the family would turn to “the Russians,” the tone was often harsh, differing from my father’s more positive views. I grew up under the influence of both.

			When I was fourteen, we moved from Paris to East Berlin, where my father began to work for the Permanent Representation of West Germany to East Germany, a long-winded designation for an office that West Germany refused to call an embassy, as it did not recognize East Germany as an independent state. We lived in a leafy diplomatic district in the northwest of the East German capital, and our backyard almost touched the wall of a massive Soviet war memorial. It was the largest Soviet cemetery outside of Russia and had been set up in the late 1940s on the grounds of a former forced labor camp. On my walks, I could observe parading soldiers in their dress uniforms and hear the solemn music coming from inside the memorial. But it was only many years later, well after I had taken up Russian, visited the Soviet Union, and become a historian of the Soviet Union, that I learned about the history and context of this memorial and the thousands of Soviet men and women who lie buried beneath it.

			This project has been long in the making. After completing an earlier study exploring the diaries of ordinary people who lived through Stalin’s industrialization and terror campaigns, I became interested in comparing life under Soviet Stalinism and German Nazism. I began with an exploration of the Battle of Stalingrad, interviewing Soviet and German veterans, and drawing on previously unknown Soviet accounts to fill out a history that has almost invariably been told through German eyes. The present book extends this research to the broader subject of the two countries at war. For both the German and the Soviet sides, I have studied numerous sources, many of them found in previously unknown documentary collections. These include political and military directives, journalistic reports, personal writings, photographs, wartime interview transcripts, as well as hundreds of letters from Red Army soldiers, many of them Jewish, who corresponded intensely with Ilya Ehrenburg throughout the war.[27]

			One trove of documents proved of special interest—a vast collection of interviews conducted by a group of scholars who worked under the aegis of the Moscow historian Isaak Izrailevich Mints. Early on, Mints recognized the epochal nature of the Soviet war against the German invaders. By late 1941, he had formed a “Commission on the History of the Great Patriotic War,” with the aim of creating a comprehensive record of the Soviet war effort. Practicing a form of oral history that was ahead of its time and is still impressive even by today’s standards, tandem teams of scholars and stenographers traveled to the military front lines and wrote down soldiers’ accounts of how the war had entered their lives.[28]

			As soon as the Red Army repelled the German attack on Moscow in December 1941, Mints expanded the work of his commission to include interviews on the impact and legacy of the Nazi occupation. The project began with historians trekking to destroyed villages and towns near Moscow, where they spoke with survivors. After the turning of the military tide in early 1943, members of the commission fanned out to trail the Red Army on its path of liberation or reconquest of occupied Soviet soil. They visited smoldering towns and villages in southern and western Russia, in Ukraine, and in Belorussia, where they recorded hundreds more interviews, sometimes within weeks of the Germans’ departure.[29] Six weeks after the Red Army had entered Kiev, two members of the Mints commission arrived in the Soviet Ukrainian capital and sat down to speak with Olga Mukhortova-Pekker and her husband, Solomon Pekker, both of whom had survived against all odds.

			Continuing to follow the Red Army, the Moscow historians traveled on, in search of more testimonies. They made it as far as northern Germany, where in June 1945 they interviewed forced laborers who had escaped captivity only weeks before. The hundreds of interviews that the commission created vary greatly in tone and length, but common to all is an urge on the part of the interviewees to share memories of the ordeal they had just endured. Even as Soviet witnesses of Nazi atrocities often struggled for words to characterize the humiliations and tortures meted out by the occupiers, they identified themselves as historical agents rather than helpless victims. Many not only described what they had seen or suffered through but stressed their personal contribution to the fight against fascism. As these voices finally enter the public record, they will challenge received histories of Nazi aggression and annihilation, imparting them with a Soviet accent.[30]

			

			—

			In July 1942, after German troops conquered the port city of Sevastopol following a prolonged siege and an all-out air and land assault, a German colonel who had taken part in the storming of the Sevastopol fort praised the courage of the Soviet defenders in Berlin press conferences and on the radio. Joseph Goebbels was beside himself when he learned about this. The German propaganda minister perfectly understood the stakes. As he noted in his diary, the colonel in question had acknowledged that Bolshevism was a “catalyst of moral action” (Goebbels’s words). Goebbels had always insisted that this moral force never be avowed, for doing so would unduly humanize the Soviet enemy. In response to the colonel’s address, Goebbels instructed the workers in his ministry to stress the radical difference between the “heroism” of the highly developed German race and Soviet “toughness,” which sprang from “primitive Slavic animality, organized into resistance by wild [Jewish] terror.” The minister went on to explain: “There are living beings that are extremely resilient because they are so inferior. A street dog is more resilient than a highly bred German shepherd. But that doesn’t make the street dog more valuable. A rat is also more resilient than a pet.”[31] Goebbels’s fear that more German commanders would go on the air and praise the Soviet war effort turned out to be unfounded. After the rout of the Sixth Army at Stalingrad, the German nation lived in growing expectation of defeat, and millions assimilated the fears that Goebbels’s ministry stoked of the “Asiatic hordes” that were setting out to obliterate Germany.

			Even after Nazi Germany’s demise, and still to this day, Western observers have struggled to recognize Soviet institutions and values as reservoirs of moral action. Many histories of the war insist on painting Communism as no more than an oppressive official ideology, leaving little or no place for Soviet people who identified with the Stalinist state, the homeland, or socialist values, and effectively writing off a cardinal part of the Soviet war experience.[32] The most recent studies of what in Soviet times was referred to as the Great Patriotic War recast this war in national terms, distinguishing between what it meant for Russians, as opposed to Ukrainians, Belorussians, Tatars, or Bashkirs. Ethnicity unquestionably mattered in the Soviet war effort: Most soldiers and civilians identified with a specific nationality, and they were familiar with the cultural and historical distinctions that Soviet officials drew between Slavic and Central Asian nationalities, as well as between Russians and Ukrainians.[33] But to view the war primarily through national lenses, which some scholars do as they separate ethnically Ukrainian or Belorussian soldiers from Russian ones and impute that non-Russian soldiers fought for principally different political aims than their Russian counterparts, is to risk misrepresenting the actual history of the Soviet-German war.[34] Germany launched Operation Barbarossa in an attempt to destroy Soviet civilization, which Hitler identified as a Jewish enterprise and the most radical political experiment of the modern Enlightenment. If the USSR succeeded in halting and repelling Germany’s attack, it did so on the strength of soldiers and civilians from a host of different ethnicities mobilized in a common fight against the German fascist invaders. Many, perhaps most, of the people who joined this war would have reflexively described themselves as Soviet people if asked who they were. These people, and their efforts, deserve our attention. They have been dismissed for far too long.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* Among the few scholars who have foregrounded anti-Bolshevism as a driver of Nazi policies, Arno Mayer and Ernst Nolte deserve particular mention. Mayer’s 1988 monograph showcases Nazism’s abiding hatred of Communism, culminating in the 1941 attack on the Soviet Union. Strangely, however, Mayer parses Soviet Communists and Jews and does not engage with the German specter of the “Judeo-Bolshevik” enemy in the East. In his reading, it was in response to their failure to crush the Communist state that the Germans began to vent their “seething and exploding rage” on the Soviet Jews. This disconnect makes no sense, discursively or in the sequence of events. The mass murder of Soviet Jews did not begin in late 1941, as Mayer would have it, but as soon as German soldiers set foot on Soviet soil. When his book appeared, Mayer was attacked by historians of the Holocaust for treating the murder of the Jews as an epiphenomenon of Barbarossa, rather than the Nazis’ principal aim. Amid the clamor, the book’s singular merit was lost from view.

					Before Mayer, Ernst Nolte was the first scholar to reveal how profoundly Nazism defined itself in opposition to Bolshevism. This insight is upended by the credence Nolte gives to Nazi propaganda, specifically Hitler’s claim that his movement fought in dire defense against a primal Communist aggression. Nolte refers to anti-Communism as Nazi ideology’s “rational core,” and he clearly sympathizes with the side that claimed to defend Europe against a supposed Asiatic menace. Like Mayer (but independently of him), Nolte disconnects Nazi anti-Bolshevism from Nazi anti-Semitism, treating an entwined hatred as separate strands.[26]
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			A Front Against Bolshevism

			Five months after Hitler’s party rose to power, Theodore Abel, a thirty-six-year-old sociologist teaching at Columbia University, arrived in Germany. Together with his wife and three children, he disembarked from a transatlantic steamer in Bremen, intending to pass through Berlin to visit his parents in Poznan, as the family did every summer. But for Abel, the trip across Germany proved more absorbing than the destination. “Nazi propaganda everywhere—radio, buses cruising with speeches and music, big placards on corners, flags and uniforms everywhere,” he noted in his diary on June 30, 1933, while in Berlin. Abel spoke fluent German and struck up conversations with people on the street, and in cafés and restaurants. A few confided to him with horror how the Nazis were abusing Jews and persecuting their political opposition. Most others spoke about the new regime very differently. Ardently patriotic, they credited the government with unifying and strengthening their crisis-ridden country. Hitler had restored their hope for a better future. Abel chronicled what he saw as a historic moment: Germans’ enthusiastic rejection of “liberalism, democracy, tolerance, and international cooperation,” and their regression to a primitive state of “national egotism and intolerance.” By the time Abel returned to the United States in early September, he knew he had to write about Nazism.[1]

			Abel devised an ingenious way to gather the sources necessary for his study: He planned a writing contest. Anyone, regardless of sex or age, who had identified with the Nazi movement prior to January 1933 would be invited to participate. Cash prizes, which would go as high as 125 marks—about half a month’s salary at the time—would be awarded to essays that provided “the most detailed and trustworthy accounts” of individuals’ personal lives, particularly during the years following the Great War, which saw the founding and rise of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP). When Abel returned to Germany the following summer, he presented his project to officials in the Reich Propaganda Ministry as a large-scale sociological study, conducted by Columbia University to inform the American public about the history of National Socialism. Impressed, the officials sent bulletins to all local headquarters of the Nazi Party with instructions to announce the contest in the party press.[2]

			By fall 1934, 683 Nazis had submitted essays, offering Abel a unique view from within the movement.[3] The group was composed mostly of men, along with several dozen women, and included respondents from a wide variety of different regions and occupations. The contestants displayed a wide array of styles and levels of sophistication as well, with some limiting themselves to a few paragraphs and others presenting their autobiography over many pages. But all authors merged their life stories with the Nazi movement. The moment they first saw Hitler, or joined his party, suffused them with renewed purpose to fight for the restoration of a great nation that had been diminished by foreign powers and internal strife.

			Germany, according to most accounts, had been brought down by sinister enemy forces that had concealed their conspiratorial designs by posing as disinterested parties. Many authors began by blaming “the Jews” for bringing Germany to its knees: Jews had pushed Germany into the Great War in order to hijack its wartime economy, then orchestrated its defeat in 1918 in search of further profits.[4] But Jews did not act out in in the open, some of the writers stressed. Globally dispersed and operating behind the scenes, they were the puppet masters who controlled millions of unwitting Germans. Their most effective weapon was the Marxist rhetoric of class struggle, which pitted Germans against Germans, sapping their national strength.[5] Multiple writers—including one Grete Kircher, who had been born to wealthy parents and was converted to Nazism by her driving instructor—claimed that “international Marxism and the Jewish problem” had combined to destroy Germany.[6] Of these two, the Marxist political parties posed the greatest threat, given their popular support and power to command uprisings and revolutions: “Our struggle was directed mainly against Marxism, which is supported by the Jews, since it was willing to defend its power to the utmost with brutal violence.”[7]

			More pointedly, several writers identified their principal enemy as “extreme Marxism” or “Bolshevism”—the Communist faith that was preached in Moscow and had captivated countless German Communists. Nazi autobiographers who served in the paramilitary storm troopers (Sturmabteilung, or SA) described their bloody street fights against a “red subhumanity” that was determined to devastate Germany.[8] One of them cast their effort to defend the fatherland against the “murderous red mob” as a matter of existential survival for its sixty million inhabitants. In the view of some, there was no sacrifice too extreme in the struggle against Bolshevism, which represented the antithesis of everything Germany stood for. “I shuddered at the thought of Germany in the grip of Bolshevism,” one respondent wrote. “The slogan ‘Workers of the world unite!’ made no sense to me. But National Socialism, with its promise of a community of blood, barring all class struggle, attracted me profoundly.”[9] Hans Schönherr, a schoolteacher from Wiesbaden, prefaced his eight-page autobiography with a succinct summary. He wanted to explain to “the great American people (1) that the horror stories about my fatherland…are nothing but nasty lies, and (2) that Germany and Europe can be saved from Bolshevism only by National Socialism.”[10]

			Much has been written about what turned Germans into Nazis. Among the contributing factors that historians have identified are militant nationalism, national humiliation, economic upheaval, Hitler’s charisma, and anti-Semitism. Understood as distinct forces, these concepts reflect scholars’ need for analytical clarity, but they often contribute to a misunderstanding of how ordinary Germans viewed themselves and their political project. One scholar who studied the Nazi autobiographies written at Abel’s behest dismissed their descriptions of “Germany’s mortal enemy” as “rantings” that “made little sense then and now.”[11] The anti-Bolshevism invoked by Hitler and his followers was certainly conceptually diffuse, often conflating Marxists, Communists, and Jews. But this very imprecision proved advantageous for the Nazis, as it gave them license to strike out hard and wide. Their task, as one street fighter put it, was to “wipe the wanton grin off the Bolshevist’s murderous face” and “save Germany from the bloody terror of unrestrained hordes.”[12] Though fantastical and misguided, the Nazi conception of an entwined Jewish-Bolshevik enemy was an important catalyst for violent political action, and there is every reason to take it seriously.[13]

			Anti-Bolshevism had energized and shaped the Nazi Party ever since its founding in 1919. From then until January 1933, a fourteen-year stretch that came to be called the “period of struggle” (Kampfzeit), the Nazis consistently attacked the German Communist Party (KPD), which they saw as their most organized and potent political foe. In countless clashes with the KPD, Nazi street fighters discovered their movement’s sense of purpose: It was the Nazi fist that would shatter Marxism’s “poisonous” and “false” creed.[14] Upon coming to power in 1933, the Nazis began a brutal reckoning with the KPD, arresting thousands of members, as well as outspoken members of the moderate Social Democratic Party (SPD), whom they also counted as Marxist “traitors.” Outside Communist circles, few observers in Germany and other Western countries condemned the mistreatment of the Communist prisoners, who in 1933 constituted the vast majority of those confined in concentration camps.[15] At the same time, the Nazis’ attacks on Communists provided cover for their assault on Germany’s democracy, allowing them to cast it not as a power grab but rather a last-ditch defense against Bolshevism.

			Red Fear

			Within months of the Bolshevik revolution in October 1917, the name of Vladimir Lenin’s party had become an international political buzzword.[16] Bolshevism shook and divided the globe. Odes poured in to revolutionary Petrograd in late 1917, fervently welcoming the “party of the Bolsheviks as the sole party that is leading us, at long last, to full power for the people.” Their authors were soldiers and workers, men and women, who described themselves as “worn out by bloody slaughter, starvation, and the cold of winter,” while clamoring for the “total emancipation of all laborers” and “universal education for both sexes.”[17] In other accounts, Bolshevism was a source of corruption and wanton destruction. Conservative media such as London’s Morning Post denounced Lenin’s new government as a regime of “cranks” and “crooks,” partaking in an “orgy of passion and unreason,” while The New York Times referred to the Bolsheviks as “human scum.”[18] Betraying how much the Communist takeover of 1917 triggered memories of Jacobin terreur, American newspapers published fantastical reports of an electric guillotine in Petrograd that could decapitate five hundred prisoners per hour.[19] In Moscow, the writer Ivan Bunin shuddered at the spectacle of lower-class citizens making themselves heard. “Again some kind of demonstration,” he wrote in February 1919, describing “banners, posters, music—hundreds of throats shouting: ‘Stand up, rise up working people.’ ” He continued: “The voices are visceral, primitive. The women have Chuvash, Mordvinian faces, the men all look like criminals, some could have come straight from Sakhalin.”[20] There was no single lens through which to view the Soviet Revolution. For many, it signified a people’s will in action; for others, a brutal coup and the unleashing of a frenzied mob.

			As Russia erupted into civil war, pitting revolutionary Reds against counterrevolutionary Whites, Western media reports invariably attributed the terrible violence engulfing the country to the Bolsheviks’ alleged murderous designs, while largely ignoring acts of White terror. Many of these reports were penned by refugees whose property or land had been confiscated during the upheaval. Their experience resonated with politicians and businessmen in the West who feared Communist takeovers in their own countries. In Great Britain, Secretary of War Winston Churchill was filled with foreboding as war-weary troops formed soldier committees and strikes and mutinies cropped up in early 1919. Churchill was so concerned that, even after the Great War had come to a close, he pushed hard for the British military to continue its intervention in Russia to fight on behalf of the Whites. On his initiative, the British government published a report that assembled many of the already circulating accounts of the “horrors of Bolshevism.”[21]

			In the United States, the Senate held hearings to investigate a recent wave of strikes as a Bolshevik attempt to incite the overthrow of the federal government. Dozens of witnesses spoke, among them Russian refugees, American missionaries, and the U.S. ambassador to Russia, who claimed that the Bolsheviks killed everyone “who wears a white collar or who is educated and who is not a Bolshevik.” Others alleged that the Red Army used “Chinese” executioners, and that the Soviet government sought to “nationalize” women and turn them into the communal property of men.[22] The committee concluded that Bolshevism had formed a conspiracy to control all left-wing political, industrial, and social organizations in the United States and to threaten America’s system of government and free-enterprise economy.[23]

			The constant refrain of counterrevolutionary reports on Bolshevism spoke of innocent Russians enduring horrific violence at the hands of frenzied alien groups: German agents, Chinese hooligans, and especially Jews. The Bolshevik party counted many members of Jewish background, most prominently Leon Trotsky, the founder of the Red Army, and Grigory Zinoviev, who headed the Communist International (Comintern), which was formed in early 1919 to promote revolution abroad. Anti-Semites in Russia and throughout the world referred to Trotsky and Zinoviev not by their revolutionary pseudonyms but by their birth names, Bronstein and Apfelbaum, in order to “unmask” the Bolshevik regime as a Jewish conspiracy.[24] The allegation was untrue: While Jews joined the nascent Communist state in large numbers, what attracted them was not a supposed Jewish agenda but the experience of past stigmatization and violence under the tsars and the hopes for universal freedom and equality.[25] Yet for many of their opponents, the fact that the Bolsheviks consistently called out acts of anti-Semitic violence only reinforced the idea that they were Jews protecting fellow Jews.[26] Less than a year into Soviet rule, a Dutch diplomat, cabling from Petrograd, urged the immediate suppression of the Communist regime. If left unchecked, in his view, Bolshevism was bound to spread over the globe, “as it is organized and carried out by Jews who have no nationality, and whose one object is to destroy for their own ends the existing order of things.”[27]

			Hatred of Jews was the cornerstone of White propaganda during the civil war. For lack of positive aims of their own that could match the Red promises of bread, land, and liberation featured on Soviet proclamations and leaflets, counterrevolutionary propagandists settled on indicting Soviet leaders as Jewish mass murderers.[28] A poster commissioned by White propagandists depicted a monstrous Trotsky straddling the Kremlin wall, observing with grim satisfaction the mountain of skulls rising below him, as a group of Chinese Red Army soldiers standing to the side execute yet another captive Russian peasant. Posted on the Kremlin wall is an order allegedly given by Trotsky: It commands Soviet commissars to commit “the most unjust” deeds, to increase the suffering of children and women, to make “villagers wail and cry.” In the illustration, the murderous Trotsky, drenched in his victims’ blood, is marked as both a Jew and a Communist: He wears the Soviet five-pointed star around his neck, but the star is yellow and interlaced like the Star of David.

			The most incendiary piece of propaganda in the civil war, and one that would quickly fan out across Europe and the United States, was not a poster or a witness report. It was a booklet that claimed to lay bare a comprehensive Jewish plot for world domination. The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, as the text was titled, was originally fabricated by the tsarist secret police in the late nineteenth century for the purpose of delegitimizing political opposition to the tsar’s regime. Presented as a speech by an unnamed leader held at an assembly of Jewish notables (the “Elders of Zion”), the book claims to detail a supposed conspiracy to subvert the morals of the non-Jewish world and assume control over the world’s banks and the press, in preparation for a final bloody coup.[29] When it was first published, the Protocols was quickly exposed as a hoax and soon largely forgotten. The Bolshevik revolution and the subsequent civil war made the text appear newly relevant. Shortly after the murder of the former tsar and his family in July 1918, a copy of the Protocols was found in the bedroom of the murdered empress. The discovery seemed to impart prophetic power to the booklet, which then circulated in multiple editions, including one in 1919 that adapted the title to Documented Facts Proving the Origin of Bolshevism and What Bolshevism Is Striving for in Reality.[30]
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					“Peace and Freedom in the Soviet Republic,” Odessa, undated.

				
			
			Propaganda of this sort licensed the killing of Jews as Communists. Especially in the borderlands of the former Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires, areas that counted large Jewish populations and became engulfed in nationalist strife as Lithuanians, Latvians, Poles, and Ukrainians took up arms to fight for their emerging states. The warring parties cast the Jews as Bolshevik agents and blamed them for their national misfortunes. After the Poles drove Ukrainian forces out of Lwów, Polish soldiers staged a pogrom, killing over a hundred Jewish residents. Cossacks fighting for a Ukrainian national republic carried out a pogrom in Proskurov, murdering two thousand Jews. The worst actions were committed by soldiers of General Anton Denikin’s Volunteer Army—the Whites—who were encouraged to persecute every Jew as a Bolshevik. Between 1918 and 1920, more than one hundred thousand Jews were murdered in a series of at least two thousand pogroms.[31]

			“The Homeland Is in Danger!”

			In spring 1917, German military leaders had helped foment revolution in Russia by arranging for Lenin to return from Swiss exile to Russia in a sealed train. Their gambit paid off in the short term: After seizing power, the Bolsheviks sued for peace in the ongoing Great War. Along with ending the war on one of the two fronts, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk granted Germany dominion over Ukraine, thereby realizing the nation’s long-held imperial fantasies in the East. But, as some German observers noted with alarm, the treaty was unable to prevent “Russian conditions” from spreading to their own country.[32] Russia was a “source of revolutionary pestilence for the Prusso-German monarchy,” a conservative newspaper warned in July.[33] As the flu pandemic swept Europe in the spring and summer of 1918, the public-health crisis further inflamed the political crisis. Germans began to refer to the flu as the “Russian plague,” while Poles coined an even more pointed name: the “Bolshevik disease.”[34] Eduard Stadtler, who acquired notoriety as the founder of the Anti-Bolshevik League, referred to Bolshevism as an “epidemic” and a “spiritual flu” threatening Germany’s very survival.[35] On November 3, 1918, an Austrian newspaper described the revolutionary mood in Vienna as a flu-induced delirium: “Burning fever has befallen many residents, raging through their bodies, impairing their senses…. Like a ‘red flag’ the feverish blaze is flickering, finding its expression in a cry mouthed by hundreds of thousands: Revolution!”[36]

			Germany lost the war on the battlefields in France, succumbing to the overwhelming number of fresh troops pouring in from the United States and the British Empire in the summer and fall of 1918.[37] Recognizing imminent defeat, on October 28 the German Admiralty ordered the fleet into battle with the British Royal Navy in a final showdown, solely for the purpose of safeguarding a notion of German honor. The sailors mutinied and demanded peace at any price, as well as the Kaiser’s immediate abdication, demands that echoed those of the Russian protesters in Petrograd in early 1917. On the morning of November 9, newspapers announced the Kaiser’s intention to step down. Word spread that left-wing socialists led by Karl Liebknecht, who had just been released from prison, were preparing a coup. Philipp Scheidemann, a leader of the moderate Left, rushed to the balcony of the Reichstag to proclaim the birth of the German Republic. Two hours later, Liebknecht stood in front of the Imperial Palace and declared Germany a Free Socialist Republic. On his way to the palace, Liebknecht led a procession of antiwar socialists to the Russian embassy—a gesture that many viewed as an indication of Liebknecht’s “Bolshevist ambitions.”[38]

			In the hour of defeat and revolution, Germany was not as divided as these competing proclamations might suggest. Most politically active Germans, including those on the moderate Left, agreed that protecting their nation from “Bolshevist chaos” should be a top priority.[39] One day after Social Democrat Friedrich Ebert was made chancellor of Germany, the army’s deputy chief of the General Staff called to offer the army’s full support to the new government so long as both sides agreed to join forces in “combating Bolshevism.” Ebert took up the offer.[40] The new republic was founded on an anti-Bolshevist pact, which the Western powers fully endorsed. As part of their fall offensive, the Allies could easily have pushed into Germany to force an unconditional surrender. But their hatred toward Germany was overpowered by their dread of Soviet Communism. If Germany were to collapse, they feared, its fall might prompt an outbreak of the “Bolshevist plague” that could spread into France.[41] “Kill the Bolshie, Kiss the Hun,” Winston Churchill instructed, summarizing the British government’s new priority.[42] The armistice that went into effect on November 11 took pains to protect Germany from Bolshevism, requiring German forces in the Baltic states and Ukraine to stay where they were as a deterrent against the Red Army.[43]

			It was on the soil of the former tsarist empire that Germany opened its first military front against Bolshevism. Taking advantage of Germany’s defeat, the Red Army, with the support of Latvian Bolsheviks, had marched into the recently independent republics of Estonia and Latvia. In desperation, the Latvian government appealed to German soldiers for support, promising them land grants as a reward.[44] Thousands reported for service in what became known as Grenzschutz Ost (Border Protection Service East). They called themselves the Freikorps (free corps), drawing on the nomenclature for the irregular units that had fought for Prussia since the eighteenth century, while in fact serving under the Supreme Army Command. The Iron Division, consisting of sixteen thousand men under the command of Major General Rüdiger von der Goltz, seized Riga in April 1919. In every Baltic city that fell into their hands, Freikorps soldiers sought to eliminate any Communists they found, whether real or imagined. Von der Goltz and his men referred to the Bolsheviks as “bandits” and “beasts” endowed with satanic powers. Young female insurgents in particular drew the counterrevolutionaries’ ire—women combatants, when captured, were cruelly abused and murdered. As justification for their extreme violence, Freikorps leaders declared that they were defending “the culture of the entire world.”[45]

			Unlike the Russian Whites, these German forces fighting the Bolsheviks did not emphasize their enemy’s alleged Jewishness. The menace they saw had a mostly Asiatic face. For instance, a German propaganda brochure
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			Hitler: Becoming an Anti-Bolshevist

			
			
			
				
			

			
			
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“Marxism Must Die!”
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			Rescuing Germany
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