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			Foreword

			Last spring, I found myself sitting on a plane from Berlin to Birmingham with a small olive-green book in my rucksack. From time to time I opened the rucksack and the brown padded envelope in which the book was kept, just to reassure myself that it was still there. After more than seventy years it was going to be returned to its family, to a grandchild of the man who had once owned it. A man who had carefully glued his ex libris to a flyleaf and written his name on the title page: Richard Kobrak. At the end of 1944 he was deported with his wife to the gas chambers, on one of the last trains to Auschwitz. The little book in my rucksack is not especially valuable; in a secondhand bookshop in Berlin it would probably not cost much more than a few euros.

			And yet, in the few days that I have been the guardian of the book, I have been plagued by what almost amounts to panic at the thought of its suddenly going missing. I have had anguished fantasies about forgetting my rucksack in a taxi, or having it stolen. The value of the book is not monetary, but emotional, and it is irreplaceable to those who grew up without their grandfather. The little olive-green book holds enormous value because it is the only remaining possession of Richard Kobrak. A book from a man’s library. Tragically, it is only one of millions still waiting to be found. Millions of forgotten books from millions of lost lives. For more than half a century they have been ignored and rendered mute. Those who were aware of their origins often tried to erase the memory of their owners, tearing out any pages with labels, crossing out personal dedications and falsifying library catalogs, in which “gifts” from the Gestapo or the Nazi Party were substituted by mentions of anonymous donors.

			But many have survived, perhaps because the plunder was far too widespread and there was no great desire to look into the history of these remnants.

			The story of the Nazis’ art thefts has been given great attention in the last few decades. In 2009 I began writing about it myself, basing my inquiries on a painting at Moderna Museet in Stockholm that was known to have disappeared during the Second World War—Emil Nolde’s Blumengarten (Utenwarf). Just like the olive-green book, it belonged to a German-Jewish family and was lost at the end of the 1930s. My initial subject later turned into the story of the Nazis’ large-scale looting of art and the long, seventy-year battle to reclaim these works, my efforts eventually resulting in a book, published in 2013: The Plunderers—How the Nazis Stole Europe’s Art Treasures.

			As I immersed myself in the details of this theft driven equally by ideology and greed, I learned that not only art and antiquities were stolen, but also books. There was nothing curious about this in itself—the Nazi plundering organizations grabbed whatever they could.

			The first thing I marveled at was the sheer scale of it, the fact that tens of millions of books disappeared in a plundering operation stretching from the Atlantic coast to the Black Sea. But something else also caught my attention, namely that the books seemed much more important on an ideological level. The art was distributed mainly among the Nazi leadership, not least Adolf Hitler and Hermann Göring themselves. This art was intended to show, legitimize, and impart honor on the new world the Nazis intended to build on the ruins of Europe. A more beautiful, cleaner world, as they saw it.

			But the books served another purpose. They were stolen not for honor and not only out of greed either—but rather for even more disturbing reasons. Libraries and archives all over Europe were plundered by the most important ideologues of the Third Reich, by organizations led by the head of the SS, Heinrich Himmler, or the party’s chief ideologue, Alfred Rosenberg. The greatest book theft in history was orchestrated and implemented during the war. The targets of this plunder were the ideological enemies of the movement—Jews, Communists, Freemasons, Catholics, regime critics, Slavs, and so on. This story is not widely known today, and its crimes are still largely unsolved. I decided to follow the trail of the looters, on a journey measuring thousands of miles through Europe. I did this partly to try to understand but also to find out what remains—and what was lost. I went from the scattered émigré libraries in Paris, to the lost, ancient Jewish library in Rome, its origins reaching back to the very beginning of our epoch. And then, from hunting for the secrets of the Freemasons in The Hague to the search for fragments of an eradicated civilization in Thessaloniki. Or from the Sephardic libraries of Amsterdam to the Yiddish libraries of Vilnius. There were traces everywhere, though oftentimes very few: places where people and their books were dispersed and in many cases destroyed.

			This is to a very great extent a story of dispersal—about the thousands of libraries forever scattered during the Second World War. Millions of individual books, once forming a part of collections, are still on shelves all over Europe. But they have lost their context. Fragments of once fantastic libraries built up over generations and forming the cultural, linguistic, and identity-defining heart of communities, families, and individuals. Libraries that were irreplaceable in their own right—a reflection of the people and societies that once created and nurtured them.

			But this is also a book about the people who waged a war to defend their literary inheritance, putting their own lives in the balance and sometimes losing them as a result. These people were well aware that the theft of their literary culture was a way of robbing them of their history, their humanity, and, in the final analysis, any possibility of remembrance. These were people who desperately tried to hide their manuscripts, buried their diaries, and held on to their one, most beloved book on their last journey to Auschwitz. We owe thanks to these people for our ability to recall the terrible things that took place—both those who lost their lives and those who survived and have since then described their experiences in order to inform the world. They added words to what was intended to remain unspoken. We are living in a time when the last Holocaust survivors will soon be passing away. We can only hope that what they have given us will be enough for us to continue remembering. When I wrote this book I realized that these memories are central, they were the very reason for the book plundering. Robbing people of words and narrative is a way of imprisoning them.

			Books are rarely unique in the same way as works of art, but they have a value that so many more people can understand. In our time, the book has retained a symbolic value that is almost spiritual. Discarding books is still considered sacrilegious. The burning of books is one of the strongest symbolic actions there is, correlating with cultural destruction. While mainly identified with the Nazi book pyres of 1933, the symbolic destruction of literature is as old as the book itself.

			The strong relationship between humans and books relates to the role of the written word in the dissemination of knowledge, feeling, and experience over thousands of years. Gradually the written word replaced the oral tradition. We could preserve more and look further back in time. We could satisfy our never quite satisfied hunger for more. The ability to read and write, until quite recently the preserve of a few, was therefore associated with magical abilities. Whoever had mastery of such knowledge could commune with our ancestors—and possessed knowledge, authority, and power. Our simultaneously emotional and spiritual relationship to the book is about how the book “speaks to us.” It is a medium connecting us to other people both living and dead.

			American slaves, long prevented from learning to read, referred to the Bible—used by the white slave owners as a means of justifying their captivity—as “The Talking Book.” An important part of their liberation came about when they appropriated the Bible and used it against their oppressors. The book was an instrument of both repression and liberation. Even today, the interpretation of holy writings lies at the very core of global conflicts. The book does not only transfer knowledge and emotions—it is a source of power.

			This is often something that has been obscured by the smoke of the infamous book burnings in Germany in 1933—when works of authors loathed by the regime were thrown into the flames. The image of Nazis as anti-intellectual, cultural vandals has been persistent, possibly to some degree because it is easy to comprehend, and possibly because we would like to see literature and the written word as fundamentally good.

			But even the Nazis realized that if there was something that gave more power than merely destroying the word, it was owning and controlling it. There was a power in books. Words could act as weapons, resounding long after the rumbling of artillery had stopped. They are weapons not only as propaganda, but also in the form of memories. Whoever owns the word has the power to not only interpret it, but also to write history.
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			A FIRE THAT CONSUMES THE WORLD

			Berlin

			Where books are burned, in the end people will be burned too.

			—Heinrich Heine, 1820

			These words are engraved on a rusty red metal plate sunk into the cobblestones of Bebelplatz in Berlin. Berlin’s summer tourists wander past the square, situated between Brandenburger Tor and Museumsinsel, on their way to see one of the city’s more grandiose sights. The location still holds symbolic tension. In one corner of the square stands an elderly woman with tousled white hair. She has wrapped herself in a big Israeli flag—the Star of David across her back. Another war has broken out in Gaza. Some thirty people have gathered to demonstrate against the anti-Semitic sentiments that, seventy years after the Second World War, are once more reawakening in Europe.

			On the other side of the broad, fashionable thoroughfare of Unter den Linden, trestle tables have been put out in front of the gates of Humboldt University. For a few euros one can buy well-thumbed copies of books by Thomas Mann, Kurt Tucholsky, and Stefan Zweig—all authors whose works were thrown into the fire here in May 1933. In front of the tables is a row of cobblestone-size metal plates. Each plate bears a name: Max Bayer, Marion Beutler, Alice Victoria Berta, all of whom once studied at the university. After each name is a date, with a place-name that needs no further explanation: “Mauthausen 1941,” “Auschwitz 1942,” “Theresienstadt 1945.”

			Heinrich Heine’s words, actually a line of dialogue from the play Almansor, have since the Second World War been seen as an insightful prophecy of what came to pass here, and the catastrophe that would follow. On May 10, 1933, in Bebelplatz, which at that time was known as Opernplatz, history’s most famous ceremony of book burning was staged—an event that has remained a powerful symbol of totalitarian oppression, cultural barbarism, and the merciless ideological war waged by the Nazis. The flames of the book-burning pyre have also come to symbolize the intimate connection between cultural destruction and the Holocaust.

			Earlier that same spring, the Nazis had assumed power in Germany using another fire—the Reichstag fire in February 1933—as a pretext. The Nazis claimed it was the work of Communists and that Germany was threatened by a “Bolshevik plot,” and set in motion the first extensive wave of terror, arresting Communists, Social Democrats, Jews, and others in political opposition. These accusations were fueled by the Nazi Party newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter, which had been stirring and agitating for years against Jewish, Bolshevik, pacifist, and cosmopolitan literature, setting the stage for the Nazis’ ascendance.

			The Nazis had been sabotaging cultural events since before 1933—everything from “displeasing” film screenings to exhibitions of so-called degenerate art came under attack. In October 1930, Thomas Mann, who had won the Nobel Prize the previous year, attacked the prevailing mood in an open reading held at the Beethoven Hall in Berlin.1 Joseph Goebbels, tipped off about what was in the offing, had sent twenty Brownshirts from the party’s SA storm troops to the reading, all in black tie to blend in with the audience, a group that included some right-wing intellectuals. Mann’s speech was met with applause from some sections of the audience, and heckling from the saboteurs. Eventually the atmosphere grew so inflamed that Mann was forced to leave the premises by the back entrance.

			Threats were even more widespread. The Mann family and writers such as Arnold Zweig and Theodor Plievier had been receiving a constant stream of threatening telephone calls and letters. The homes of writers were vandalized with graffiti. And selected writers were subjected to individual monitoring by SA patrols that waited outside their houses and followed them wherever they went.

			Lists of objectionable literature were produced. In August 1932, the Völkischer Beobachter published a blacklist of writers who should be banned once the party assumed power.2 Early that same year, a declaration had been published in the same newspaper, supported by the signatures of forty-two German professors, demanding that German literature should be protected against “cultural Bolshevism.” In the winter of 1933, when the Nazis took power, the focus attack against objectionable literature shifted away from the street and into the machinery of state. In February 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg signed a law “for the protection of people and state,” which imposed restrictions on printed publications—further amendments in the spring of the same year imposed more controls on freedom of expression. The first casualties were Communist and Social Democrat newspapers and publishers. Hermann Göring was charged with leading the battle against so-called dirty literature: Marxist, Jewish, and pornographic books.

			It was this attack on literature that led up to the book burnings in May—but in fact the initiative did not come from the Nazi Party, but rather from the Deutsche Studentenschaft—an umbrella organization of German student federations. Several of these student federations had more or less openly been supporting the Nazis since the 1920s. It was not the first time in the interwar period that German right-wing conservative students had made book pyres. In 1922 hundreds of students gathered at the Tempelhof airfield in Berlin to burn “dirty literature,” and in 1920 students in Hamburg burned a copy of the Treaty of Versailles, the terms of surrender that Germany had been forced to sign after the First World War.

			The Nazi Party’s attack on literature fed into attacks already being carried out by groups of conservative, right-wing students. For these student groups, book burnings were a German tradition of defiance and resistance going back to the days of Martin Luther and the Reformation. In April 1933 the Deutsche Studentenschaft announced an action against “un-German literature,” casting Adolf Hitler as a new Luther. To evoke the Ninety-five Theses with which Luther began the Reformation, the student federation published its own “theses” in the Völkischer Beobachter—twelve theses “Wider den undeutschen Geist!” (Against the un-German Spirit).

			The students argued that language held the true soul of a people and that German literature for this reason had to be “purified” and liberated from foreign influence. They stated that the Jew was the worst enemy of the German language: “A Jew can only think in a Jewish way. If he writes in German he is lying. The German who writes in German but thinks in an un-German way is a traitor.”3 The students demanded that all “Jewish literature” should be published in Hebrew and “the un-German spirit eradicated from public libraries.” German universities, according to the students, should be “strongholds for the traditions of the German people.”

			Their proclamation was the beginning of a national action to clean out “un-German” literature. Student associations subordinated to Deutsche Studentenschaft at German universities and formed “war committees” to organize coordinated book burnings all over Germany. The book burnings were to be manifested as celebratory events, and the committees were exhorted to market their events, sign up speakers, collect wood for the fires, and seek support from other student federations and their local Nazi leadership. Those who opposed this work, especially teachers, were threatened. The war committees also put up posters with slogans such as “Today the writers, tomorrow the professors.”4

			But the primary task of the war committees was to collect “unclean” literature for burning. Students were ordered to begin the cleanup in their own private libraries, later expanding to public libraries and local bookshops, many of whom cooperated willingly. In the spring of 1933 a more general blacklist of books and authors also began to be compiled. Wolfgang Herrmann, a librarian who had involved himself with right-wing extremist student groups as early as the 1920s, had been working for several years on a list of literature “worthy of being burned.” The first draft only listed 12 names, but this was soon expanded to 131 writers, subdivided into various categories. They included Communists, ranging from Trotsky and Lenin to Bertolt Brecht; pacifists like Erich Maria Remarque; Jewish intellectuals like Walter Benjamin; and many other literary and intellectual figures who had gained prominence during the Weimar Republic.

			Quite apart from critics of nationalism, historians were also blacklisted when their perspective on history did not coincide with that of the Nazis, particularly in books on subjects including the First World War, the Soviet Union, and the Weimar Republic. There were also some thinkers whose global view was utterly rejected by the Nazis, such as Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein. Both were attacked on the basis of advancing “Jewish science.”

			In addition to “cleaning” their own libraries, the students asked public libraries and local bookshops to make a contribution by giving up their own holdings of “dirty literature.” In many instances, university registrars and teachers collaborated with the students to clean out the school libraries.

			But the war committees also applied more violent methods, aided by local police and storm troopers from the SA, to get their hands on books. A few days before the book burnings, in early May, the students attacked lending libraries and Communist book dealers. The former were especially hated by conservative forces and were described by Wolfgang Herrmann as “literary brothels” spreading dirty, Jewish, decadent literature among decent, ordinary people. Libraries had become extremely popular since the First World War. On account of the economic depression and inflation in Germany during the interwar years, fewer and fewer Germans could afford to buy their own books. Traditional libraries could not provide for the great demand for books, which led to more than fifteen thousand small lending libraries being set up. These libraries provided a low-cost book-lending service, and bought large volumes of the best sellers of the time such as the works of Thomas Mann. These “people’s libraries” were easy victims for the students, while the SA troops also raided private libraries. One much-publicized raid was carried out against an apartment building in Berlin owned by Schutzverband deutscher Schriftsteller, an organization working to protect German writers actively opposing censorship and other forms of state intervention in literature. Some five hundred of the association’s members living in the building had their apartments searched and vandalized. Suspicious books were confiscated or destroyed on the scene, and writers caught with “socialist” literature were detained.

			The most notorious raid was carried out a matter of days before the book burnings, when about a hundred students attacked Institut für Sexualwissenschaft (Institute of Sexual Studies), situated in Tiergarten in Berlin. The institute, founded by the medical doctors Magnus Hirschfeld and Arthur Kronfeld, conducted groundbreaking research into sexuality and also worked to promote the rights of women, homosexuals, and transsexuals. For three hours the students went berserk in the building, pouring paint over carpets, breaking windows, covering the walls in graffiti, and destroying paintings, porcelain, and other household goods. They took away books, the institute’s archive, and a large collection of photographs along with a bust of the founder Magnus Hirschfeld.5

			Already in 1932, many Jews and Communists, who could see where the political winds were blowing, had begun to clear out their private libraries and destroy photographs, address books, letters, and diaries. The Communists had sent out warnings to their members that if they were carrying “dangerous” documents they had to be prepared to swallow them. In this way there were also thousands of lesser book pyres, where people set fire to their own libraries in stoves, fireplaces, and backyards. They would soon find out that it was easier said than done: burning books is a time-consuming activity. Instead, many people chose to dump their libraries in forests, rivers, or abandoned streets—others posted them anonymously to nonexistent addresses.6

			After 1933, a large number of German authors chose exile, of their own accord or under duress. Apart from Thomas Mann, they included his brother Heinrich Mann, Bertolt Brecht, Alfred Döblin, Anna Seghers, Erich Maria Remarque, and hundreds of others. By 1939 some two thousand writers and poets had felt compelled to leave Nazi Germany and Austria. Many of them would never return. But a large number also chose to stay. Some writers who were not expressly political went into what has later been referred to as “interior exile.” They stayed in their German sphere, or “Heimat,” but made the decision not to publish. Alternatively, they released books that were accepted by the board of censors: children’s books, poetry, and historical novels. Others were prevented from publishing their works, because membership in the National Chamber of Literature, a division of Joseph Goebbels’s Ministry of Public Education and Propaganda, was required before one could be published.

			But there was also another group of writers that joined ranks with the regime. In October 1933 a series of German newspapers published a proclamation signed by eighty-eight German writers and poets under the headline Gelöbnis treuester Gefolgschaft, a sort of oath of allegiance. The proclamation was in direct support of Germany’s recent decision to leave the League of Nations. Among the signatories were authors such as Walter Bloem, Hanns Johst, and Agnes Miegel, now mainly forgotten, as their rise and fall is so intimately associated with the regime to which they swore their loyalty.

			At the time, great rewards lay in store for authors who embraced National Socialism. Positions previously closed to them in Germany’s most respected literary academies, foundations, and associations began to open. They also laid claim to new groups of readers, once the regime assumed control of the nation’s foremost book clubs. In 1933 the Nazi-run book club Buchergilde Gutenberg had 25,000 members, whereas a few years later its membership had increased to 330,000. By relying on book clubs like this, the regime was able to efficiently distribute everything from Goethe and Schiller to nationalist, conservative, and Nazi writers to millions of readers.

			The propaganda ministry instigated a literary and political drive that has never been equaled in German history—and probably not in modern history either. The ministry awarded more than fifty literary prizes annually.

			Over the course of the 1930s, Goebbels’s propaganda ministry took complete control of the German book industry, including some 2,500 publishers and 16,000 book dealers and secondhand bookshops.7 One of the first measures was to weed out “Jewish influence” in the world of books by gradually excluding Jews from academies, literary associations, writers’ professional bodies, publishers, book dealers, and printers. Jewish publishers, printers, and book dealers were “Aryanized”—transferred to Aryan owners. Some of these Jewish publishing houses were among the largest in the industry. For instance, Julius Springer was the world’s largest publisher in the field of scientific publishing. It was a step-by-step process that continued throughout the 1930s. Initially the takeovers of Jewish companies and the exclusion of Jews were cautiously handled, to avoid companies losing value or the disruption of international relations. Jewish owners were simply persuaded to sell, and if they refused, the regime resorted to varying degrees of coercion, harassment, and threats. The Aryanization of publishers raised enormous sums of money for the party, the state, and individual businessmen, and after 1936, the practice was legally formalized in the Nuremberg Laws.

			Although the Nazi Party had forced many of the country’s most lauded writers into exile by as early as 1933, it would take considerably longer to get rid of their books. The process was gradual—for example, new editions of Thomas Mann’s works continued going into print until his citizenship was revoked in 1936. Getting German publishers to kick out their authors and preventing new print runs was one thing, but controlling the secondhand market was quite a different matter—not to speak of what was already on the shelves in German homes. In practice, it was an impossible task to get rid of these books entirely, and most blacklisted writers continued to be available throughout the war—even if it was under the counter. The most effective tool available to the regime was self-censorship, meaning that people cleaned up their own collections.

			Another method was to offer the German people new literature. During the 1930s, some twenty thousand new titles were published every year. Books viewed by the propaganda ministry as “educationally beneficial to the people” were pumped out in large, sponsored editions. Books that had only reached limited numbers of readers until then were suddenly in mass circulation. In 1933 alone, Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf had a print run of 850,000 copies.8 When it was first published in 1925, it had sold 9,000 copies. Hitler’s biggest customer was the German state, which bought over six million books. The Nazi Party’s own publisher, Franz Eher, which in addition to Mein Kampf also produced Alfred Rosenberg’s Der Mythus des 20 Jahrhunderts (The Myth of the Twentieth Century), would eventually grow into one of the party’s most successful companies.

			Classic German literature was given a prominent role in the Third Reich, featuring writers such as Rainer Maria Rilke and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. One genre that lay a good deal closer to Nazi ideology was prose and poetry emphasizing and praising the Aryan race. This would occasionally be presented in an understated way, but frequently by means of vile caricatures of Jews, Slavs, Roma, black people, and Asians. These stories often accentuated the direct connections between race and personal traits, in other words that Jews were “unreliable,” “greedy,” and “devious” by nature. The greatest success was Hans Grimm’s Volk ohne Raum (People Without Room). In this novel, Grimm proposed that the Germans lost the First World War because they had “too little space to live in.” Germany would never be able to achieve its full potential without more land in Europe and the colonies. The book sold almost half a million copies in Nazi Germany, and the title was used by the regime as a slogan.

			•   •   •

			At 11 p.m. on May 10, 1933, Berlin students marched toward Opernplatz in a torch-lit procession, holding aloft a bust of the founder of the Institute for Sexual Studies, Magnus Hirschfeld, like the severed head of a deposed king. Later the bust was thrown into the fire with books from the institute. On the same night, book fires were lit in ninety different places in Germany. Deutsche Studentenschaft had made detailed plans for how the fires should be organized and coordinated. They were held in central, public locations, and in many cities powerful spotlights had been acquired to heighten the effect. The pyres had often been built up days in advance and decorated with photographs of Lenin and flags of the Weimar Republic.

			In some places the blacklisted books were brought into the squares on manure carts drawn by oxen—as if on their way to execution. In other places, books were nailed to pillories. Students wearing ceremonial faculty uniforms and the badges of their regional student federations marched with uniformed vanguards of Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth), SA, SS, and Stahlheim, the latter a free paramilitary group. Military music was played and songs sung, such as the Nazi battle song “Kampflied der Nationalsozialisten.” While books were ritually thrown into the fires, nine prepared “fire oaths” were sworn, in which the names of some of the condemned writers and the charges against them were specified.

			Students, teachers, principals, and local Nazi leaders gave speeches to the assemblies, and this attracted large crowds. In Berlin it is believed that as many as forty thousand people were gathered in Opernplatz, and in other cities there were reports of crowds of up to fifteen thousand people.9 Even greater numbers were reached via the radio, which broadcast live from the events in Berlin—where Joseph Goebbels made an address to the crowd. A camera team was there to capture it all, the film later shown in cinemas around Germany.

			Goebbels, who had recently set up his propaganda ministry, had secretly encouraged the students’ initiative, although it would be a while yet before Wolfgang Herrmann’s blacklist became a part of official cultural policy. There were also varying ideas within the Nazi movement about the sort of literary policy that ought to be pursued. Certain wings in the party were concerned about strong international condemnation of the book burnings. There was also a justified fear in the new regime that it could lose control of the extensive right-wing revolutionary fervor sweeping across Germany in the spring of 1933. Even Goebbels waited until the last possible moment before publicly giving his support to the arrangements.

			The book burnings were above all ritual dramas rather than in any real sense a full “cleansing” of Germany’s libraries and bookshelves. Goebbels was well aware of the symbolic importance of the book pyres, from both a historical and a political perspective, as fevered baptismal ceremonies for a reborn Germany. Purification through fire was an ancient ritual that appealed to the new regime. Goebbels emphasized this in his speech to the crowds in Berlin, proclaiming that “here, the intellectual foundations of the November Republic sink to the ground, but from the debris a new spirit will rise triumphantly like the Phoenix.”10

			Books continued to be burned all around Germany well into the summer. In certain cities, such as Hamburg and Heidelberg, there were several book burnings. But contemporary opinion diverged on the importance of the burning of books. Many German intellectuals, such as Heinrich Böll and Hans Mayer, toned down the events—which they viewed as nothing more than student antics, even if very unpleasant ones. They believed that the book burnings were expressions of revolutionary spring fever, and in time the new regime would “grow out of” such things.

			Sigmund Freud’s laconic comment on the book burnings was “Just our books? In the olden days they would have burned us with them.” Others were considerably more shocked about the sheer speed at which the political realities had shifted. The writer Stefan Zweig later described in his memoirs how it had “seemed quite beyond the limits of what was conceivable, even to people of foresight.”11

			Even on an international level there were different opinions about the importance of the book burnings. Some quarters dismissed them as “ludicrous,” “meaningless,” and “infantile.” Others, including Helen Keller, Newsweek magazine, and the writer Ludwig Lewisohn, saw them as a barbaric attack on ideas themselves.12,13 The most emphatic reaction of all came from the American Jewish Congress, based in New York, which regarded the book burnings as an expression of the regime’s anti-Semitism and persecution of German Jews. Demonstrations were held in several cities in the United States, and in New York some 100,000 people marched on May 10, 1933—one of the largest demonstrations ever seen in the city.

			The visual power of the book burnings and their media penetration were already pronounced in their own time, yet because of the symbolic connection with the Holocaust, they would acquire even more potency in the postwar period. Although it was neither the first nor the last time in history that books have been burned, the book burnings in Germany would eventually become the most striking metaphor of all for censorship and oppression—and a continued moral warning whenever books are burned. In the United States, a parallel was later drawn in the 1950s as a protest against Senator Joseph McCarthy’s anti-Communist crusade, when “subversive” books were removed from many American libraries.

			The book burnings established the reputation of the Nazi regime as “cultural barbarians.” The burnings became an image of the intellectual destruction that would follow in the 1930s and 1940s, when Nazism took control of an entire people’s linguistic, cultural, and creative outlets. But they were also an indication of how the Nazis’ genocides against their enemies were not only physical but also cultural.

			Yet at the same time, the smoke of the book pyres and their cultural repercussions have hidden something else. The way in which posterity interpreted the book burnings has not been so very distinct from that of the Nazis themselves, who regarded them as ritual games and propaganda spectacles. The image of burning books has been altogether too tempting, too effective, and too symbolic not to be used and applied in the writing of history. But the burning of books became so powerful a metaphor for cultural annihilation that it overshadowed another more unpleasant narrative, namely how the Nazis did a great deal more than simply destroy books—they were also driven by a fanatical obsession to collect them.

			While the embers of Germany’s book fires slowly cooled, a plan was beginning to form in the intellectual and ideological circles of the Nazi Party. This plan was not intent on intellectual, cultural, and literary annihilation, but in fact had other, far more alarming intentions. All in all, only a few tens of thousands of books were burned in May 1933. But the raids organized by the party confiscated and plundered far more books, often in secret. After the students had vandalized the Institut für Sexualwissenschaft in Berlin, the SA impounded most of the institute’s library—in excess of ten thousand books. However, they were not taken to Opernplatz but rather to the SA headquarters.

			The Nazis were not going to destroy their enemies by eradicating the literary and cultural inheritance of Communists, Social Democrats, liberals, homosexuals, Jews, Roma, and Slavs. Nazis were not, properly speaking, the sort of “cultural barbarians” they were purported to be, nor were they anti-intellectual. They intended instead to create a new sort of intellectual being, one who did not base himself on values such as liberalism and humanism but rather on his nation and race.

			The Nazis did not disapprove of professors, researchers, writers, and librarians; they wanted to recruit them to form an army of intellectual and ideological warriors who, with their pens, theses, and books, would wage war against the enemies of Germany and National Socialism.

			Inaugurated in Munich in 1936, the Forschungsabteilung Judenfrage (Research Department for the Jewish Question) was an institute aiming to legitimize the regime’s anti-Jewish policies. It was a branch of Nazi historian Walter Frank’s Reichsinstitut für die Geschichte des neuen Deutschland (National Institute for the History of New Germany).14 The institute aimed to justify Germany’s desire to lay claim to the world, laying low her enemies with “science” and building the intellectual foundations on which the Third Reich would rest for a thousand years. Just as the Roman Empire, the prototype on which National Socialism based itself, was not only armies and architects but also historians and poets, the Thousand-Year Reich would be built not only with blood and stone but also with words.

			In this war, books would not be so much a casualty as a weapon. The Nazis wanted to defeat their enemies not only on the battlefield but also in thought. This victory would endure long after the grave, after the genocides and the Holocaust. Not only to wipe out, but also to justify their actions. It was not by destroying the literary and cultural heritage of their enemies that the Nazis intended to prevail—rather, by stealing, owning, and twisting it, and by turning their libraries and archives, their history, inheritance, and memory against themselves. To capture the right to write their history. It was a concept that set in motion the most extensive book theft in the history of the world.
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			GHOSTS AT BERLINER STADTBIBLIOTHEK

			Berlin

			I am led down a long, deserted corridor, the walls of which are painted a sun-bleached hue of mustard yellow. Here and there are pictures with thin frames, soulless prints commonly seen in hospitals or low-grade civil service offices. The corridor leads into a room that seems to lack any kind of purpose, apart from connecting with more mustard-yellow corridors that lead off in various directions. There is something labyrinthine and unplanned about the building, like a medieval town center. This can be explained. Berlin’s central library, Zentral- und Landesbibliothek, situated just a short walk from Bebelplatz, is built on the ruins of Berliner Stadtbibliothek, its predecessor. The imposing building, on the island in the middle of the river Spree, was hit by bombs during the war and to all intents and purposes utterly destroyed. After the war, the library, which lay in the Soviet zone, was rebuilt from within the ruins. Today it is a somewhat schizophrenic building, with its grandiose neoclassical facade and sparse GDR interiors, contrasting with other, modernized areas.

			Sebastian Finsterwalder stops by one of the many gray-painted doors we have passed and fishes out a key. Sebastian, a researcher at the library, is in his thirties, with untidy shoulder-length hair, a studded belt, shoes with neon-yellow soles, and leather gloves with cut-off fingertips. He looks like someone who has just stepped out of one of the nightclubs of Kreutzberg. Sebastian smiles at me as he opens the door and theatrically inhales the smell of an abandoned library: dusty air, dried leather, and faded yellow paper. The room is absolutely pullulating with books, densely packed rows of shelves with worn book spines. As we walk down one of the aisles, I have to turn myself sideways to be able to make my way between the books, which press against my stomach.

			“It’s actually been organized now. When we came here the first time there were books in piles everywhere. All over the floor, in any old order. For decades, people had just thrown them into this room. There were forty thousand books in here. It took months to go through them,” he tells me, showing me a shelf in which every book is marked with a white paper flap and a number.

			“These are some of the books we suspect have been plundered,” says Sebastian, holding out his arm toward the shelf, which stretches some twenty yards to the other end of the room.

			No one today knows exactly how many plundered books there are in the Zentral- und Landesbibliothek in Berlin. Sebastian Finsterwalder shows me room after room, all crammed with books in the same way. There are stolen books in every corner of the enormous building—the largest public library in Germany. Most have not yet been separated from the general collection, which holds in excess of three million volumes. And several tens of thousands have not yet been found.

			Nothing on the surface sets these books apart from any others. They include fairy tales; novels; poetry collections; books about fungi, aircraft, and engineering; songbooks; dictionaries; and religious writings. In order to understand that there is something different about these books one must open them and look inside. Often the first few pages give them away.

			There one may find a red or black stamp in ink. Or a prettily illustrated ex libris, a bookplate glued in at some point by the owner of the book. Often this is an indication of the book’s being a part of a larger collection. Sometimes one also finds a dedication, a signature, or good-luck wishes—as in a German edition of In Darkest Africa by the British explorer Henry M. Stanley, where this dedication has been beautifully written in longhand:

			To my beloved Rudi, on his thirteenth birthday,

			From Mum.

			25.10.1930.

			According to Sebastian, the book probably belonged to Rudi Joelsohn, born in 1917 in Berlin. On August 15, 1942, he was deported to Riga, where three days later he was murdered.1

			If one looks carefully at the flyleaf, one can also make out a cryptic but revealing letter, entered in pencil: J. An abbreviation that gives the book away and reveals the fate of the owner: Judenbücher (Jews’ books).

			Sebastian leads me into his office, where we meet an elderly man who looks like a member of an old German punk band. He defies the stifling July heat with a thick fleece top and a knitted hat. His name is Detlef Bockenkamm, and he is a librarian and a specialist in the library’s historical collections. He was also the first person to start digging in the library’s unpalatable past. Now there is a small but dedicated team of researchers trying to establish some clarity and clear up certain aspects of the library’s complicated background. Together, they have tracked down and manually examined tens of thousands of books in the collection. Along one wall of the office some of the fruits of their labor are kept. On a veneer bookshelf the books lie in piles, and by each pile hangs a paper flap with a name written on it: Richard Kobrak, Arno Nadel, Ferdinand Nussbaum, Adele Reifenberg, and many more. These are the books whose owners Bockenkamm and Finsterwalder have managed to identify.

			One name I do recognize, at the bottom of a pile of five volumes: Annæus Schjødt was a Norwegian lawyer and resistance fighter who fled to Sweden in 1942. After the war it was Schjødt who led the prosecution of Vidkun Quisling and secured his death sentence. Bockenkamm and Finsterwalder have not yet found any documents to explain how and when these books were plundered. But in some rudimentary way they were able to guess. The books must have been stolen from Schjødt’s home after his escape, either by the Gestapo or some other Nazi organization, and then shipped to Germany. They were then almost certainly part of a larger collection found in Schjødt’s home. In Berlin the collection was broken up, and a couple of these books were donated or sold to Berliner Stadtbibliothek. The plunder of Schjødt’s books was not at all out of the ordinary. On these shelves are books from every corner of Europe—wherever the Nazis were active and busy with their plunder.
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					On shelves in the Zentral- und Landesbibliothek in Berlin, the plundered books are waiting to be identified. Finding their owners’ descendants today is often a time-consuming and complicated process.

				


			Compared with the looting of art, these stolen books have attracted a good deal less attention. Only in recent years has the question begun to stir some public interest in Germany. Zentral- und Landesbibliothek in Berlin, thanks to Detlef Bockenkamm, was one of the first libraries to look into the problem. In the early 2000s he was working on a thesis about the large collection of bookplates that had been found in the library. The owners’ plates had been cut out of the library’s collection, often when the books were deaccessioned. Bockenkamm found hundreds of bookplates with Jewish names and motifs, which made him wonder how these books had actually ended up in the library. He had also started finding some books whose provenance, to say the least, was remarkable.

			In 2002 he recovered some seventy-five books bearing the stamp “Karl-Marx-Haus Trier,” a museum founded by the German Social Democratic Party, which had already been banned in 1933, and whose members were imprisoned, murdered, or forced into exile. Bockenkamm realized that these books had probably been plundered from the party. He started looking for more books with a suspicious provenance. They were everywhere in the collection. Bockenkamm’s first estimate of plundered books in the library was an astounding 100,000, although later this would prove to be a rather modest approximation.

			Bockenkamm also made the unpleasant discovery that his predecessors had not been unaware of the books’ origins. Quite the opposite: They had actually tried to hide and erase this history. In many books the flyleaves had been cut out. Others bore the marks of the owners’ labels having been torn out or scraped off by librarians. Books had also been cataloged with forged origins—or as “unowned” copies.

			“I tried to talk about it with an old librarian still in decent shape and willing to talk. He admitted certain things, but not everything. He took most of the secrets with him into the grave,” says Bockenkamm. He puts a big ledger with a cover of ribbed gray paper on the table. On the cover is a little white label with the inscription “1944–1945 Jagor.”

			The ledger, which Detlef Bockenkamm found in 2005, was the most important and revealing evidence to date of the library’s efforts to cover up the story. It contained about two thousand book titles, cataloged in the collection in the last two years of the war. The name Jagor was a reference to Fedor Jagor, the German ethnologist and explorer, who lived in the latter half of the nineteenth century. The books had therefore been marked with a J. But this was incorrect, as these books had never belonged to Fedor Jagor. The letter J did not denote Jagor but rather Judenbücher. Registered as number 899 in the ledger is Rudi Joelsohn’s copy of In Darkest Africa.

			The two thousand books proved to be part of a much bigger collection of plundered books acquired by the library during the war. Despite the fact that detailed documentation about the management of the library during the war years has been lost, some of the correspondence concerning the collection has survived. In 1943, the library bought about forty thousand books from Städtische Pfandleihanstalt, Berlin’s pawnbroker, to which enormous numbers of books had been brought after being confiscated from homes in Berlin belonging to deported Jews. The most valuable books had been claimed by Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg (ERR), the SS, and other Nazi organizations. The remains were brought to the pawnbroker to be sold. The library, which contacted Berlin’s municipal office, at first demanded the book collections of “resettled Jews” at no charge. This was denied, as the books belonged to the Third Reich and money raised by their sale would be used to “solve the Jewish question,” a phrase that in 1943 could only mean one thing. Confiscated Jewish property, like a sort of self-financing project, was used to pay for deportations, concentration camps, and mass murder. Ultimately, the library was made to pay 45,000 reichsmarks for the books.

			The last book in the ledger was cataloged on April 20, 1945. On that same day the Red Army instigated a terrible artillery bombardment on Berlin’s city center, at the same time as several other armies started pushing into the city. It was the beginning of the final attack on Berlin as well as a message to Adolf Hitler, who was celebrating his fifty-sixth birthday on this day in the Chancellery.

			Berlin lay in ruins, in other words, as did the Berliner Stadtbibliothek.

			“It’s extraordinary to think that there was still a librarian sitting here in the cellar, cataloging plundered books,” says Sebastian Finsterwalder.

			But in fact the process did not come to an end after Armistice Day. Registration of books purchased in 1943, which have survived the bombardment, continues in the postwar years as if nothing has happened. The only difference is that now the books are no longer labeled as Judenbücher but with a G, as in Geschenk (gifts).

			Bockenkamm found out that the cataloging of books bought from the pawnbroker in 1943 continued into the 1990s. And when Bockenkamm and Finsterwalder a few years ago started looking through the library’s storerooms they found thousands of books from this collection that had not yet been cataloged. But these were not the only stolen books to more or less unobtrusively fill the library shelves.

			The library had lost masses of books on account of the war, with some having been destroyed in the bombings. A large part of the collection had been evacuated to Poland and Czechoslovakia toward the end of the war, where much of it remained and some was plundered by the Red Army. The collection needed to be rebuilt, and certainly there were plenty of abandoned books in a Berlin that had been reduced to rubble. After the war, libraries had their books confiscated if they belonged to party members, public authorities, research institutes, and other organizations in the Third Reich.

			Even books that were regarded as “unowned,” for instance, when found in buildings that had been bombed, were collected. The books were supposed to be commandeered and sorted by Bergungsstelle für wissenschaftliche Bibliotheken (Rescue Organization for Scientific Libraries), which was housed in a building on the other side of the street from the Berliner Stadtbibliothek. The organization labeled the books with a number, depending on the place in which they were picked up, before they were redistributed among various libraries in the city.

			On Bergungsstelle’s list there were 209 pickup points, but Finsterwalder, with the researcher Peter Prölls, who is an expert in the area, has managed to establish that books were actually only picked up at about 130 locations.

			“In certain districts there were no books left; they had been ruined, evacuated, or plundered,” says Finsterwalder.

			On one of the walls in his office is an old map of Berlin from 1937. Finsterwalder has marked the various pickup points using flags of various colors: green for places where books were taken, red for places where none were taken, and blue for places where he does not as yet know what happened. Finsterwalder is working with Prölls on a study of Bergungsstelle, an organization whose work remains largely unknown. By means of historical detective work they are trying to find out how the plundered books were distributed. Ultimately, Berliner Stadtbibliothek was to become the most significant recipient of these “rescued” books.

			“One of the reasons we acquired so many of these books was that the director of Bergungsstelle and the head of the library were good friends. They were both Communists and had been imprisoned during the war, so there was a bit of cronyism going on.”

			Where the books actually came from does not seem to have been an issue worthy of consideration at the time, despite many of them having been confiscated from some of the most criminal organizations of the Third Reich. Books labeled “13” came from Joseph Goebbels’s propaganda ministry, while books labeled “7” came from Hermann Göring’s air force ministry.2 Books marked “4” came from the private library of the architect and armaments minister, Albert Speer, while books marked “5” came from the home of the German writer Walter Bloem. Bloem, one of Germany’s most popular writers in the early 1900s, had been an enthusiastic supporter of Adolf Hitler and even published a eulogy to the Führer.

			Also on Bergungsstelle’s list were some of the organizations that were involved in plundering books in occupied Europe. Books labeled “25” were from Alfred Rosenberg’s extensive Reichsministerium für die besetzten Ostgebiete (National Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories), which was the ministry for civic governance in the Baltic countries and the Soviet Union.

			Alfred Rosenberg also used this ministry to build influence for his organization, ERR, which set up a number of local offices in the east to plunder libraries and archives. The organization had several depots in Berlin, but only a fraction of the millions of books it stole were still in Berlin at the end of the war, most having been evacuated to what is now Poland.

			Many of the pickup points listed by Bergungsstelle as possible book depots proved to have already been plundered, in many cases by the trophy brigades of the Red Army, which confiscated books from all over Germany.

			After the war, the director of Bergungsstelle, Günther Elsner, paid a visit to the abandoned Chancellery for the Occupied Eastern Territories, where in the cellars he found two hundred large wooden crates of books. When staff members went back about a week later to pick up the books, the boxes had been forced open and most of the books had been taken.

			One of the most extensive depots of plundered books to end up at Bergungsstelle carried the number 15, which meant that it came from Rosenberg’s foremost competitor in the hunt for Europe’s libraries. Or, to be more precise, the enormous library of plundered books built up at RSHA, SS-Reichssicherheitshauptamt, in Berlin. This was the German national board of security, which coordinated the police and intelligence services of the Third Reich, both those of the state and of the Nazi Party. The RSHA, controlled by Heinrich Himmler, was Nazi Germany’s notorious terror organization. At its peak, it had sixty thousand employees conducting surveillance and monitoring the nation’s enemies through a number of subordinate departments such as the Gestapo and the SD (Security Service).

			One of these was Section VII, the Department for Ideological Research and Evaluation, which ran an in-depth mapping activity of the enemies of the state. Section VII built up a library in a building confiscated from one of Berlin’s biggest Freemasons’ lodges on Eisenacher Strasse, and filled this with books stolen from all over Europe. The project grew so ambitious that other buildings also had to be acquired. It is estimated that upward of three million books were sent to Berlin.3 After the war some five hundred thousand of these books were found at Eisenacher Strasse. Most of the library had been evacuated in the last years of the war, and other stock had been destroyed by aerial bombardment. Some of what was found was returned to the countries from which the books had been taken, but an unknown number of volumes were also distributed among Berlin’s libraries.

			Sebastian Finsterwalder holds up one of the latter, showing me the flyleaf on which the number 15 has been written in pencil. It is a light blue, somewhat tatty biography of the Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza, from 1790. The owner’s ex libris can also be seen inside, with an image of a little pixie sitting on a book. It once belonged to the German-Jewish author and journalist Ernst Feder, who was active in the intellectual circles of the Weimar Republic. After the Nazis assumed power, Feder first fled to Paris and then, after the outbreak of war, to Brazil, where he eventually moved in the circles around Stefan Zweig in Rio de Janeiro. The reason this particular book ended up in the RSHA library probably had more to do with the subject than the owner: Spinoza was a Jewish philosopher. The purpose of the RSHA’s library was to collect books, publications, and archives that could assist the SS and the SD in studying the nation’s enemies in depth: Jews, Bolsheviks, Freemasons, Catholics, Poles, homosexuals, Roma, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and other minority groups.

			Because Bergungsstelle labeled the books with a number, depending on their point of origin, Detlef Bockenkamm and Sebastian Finsterwalder have been able to track down thousands of them. But the library also acquired tens of thousands of books from other sources after the war, and in these cases it has not been possible to trace provenance. Right up to 2002, when Bockenkamm first noted the presence of the plundered books, libraries bought collections without investigating their origins.

			Bockenkamm’s and Finsterwalder’s efforts to locate the plundered books in the collection of the Zentral- und Landesbibliothek has been a Sisyphean labor both in an administrative sense and in terms of the sheer amount of research required, where a single book can take weeks of detective work. The library obtained collections from many different sources before, during, and after the war—and in all of these there could be plundered books.

			Berliner Stadtbibliothek rarely obtained any complete collections but rather the remains of thousands of different libraries. For this reason, the librarians have to laboriously track down books from thousands of individual victims. Even if they manage to establish that a book has been plundered, it is not always possible to ascertain how it came to the library, who plundered it, and who owned it. So far they have found 203 books from the RSHA’s library, but only 127 of these have any sort of mark inside enabling the identification of previous owners.

			Furthermore, they are fighting a retroactive battle against their former colleagues, who for decades have been rubbing out, tearing off, or falsifying the provenance of these books—all to make them blend into the collection. However, neither Finsterwalder nor Bockenkamm are giving up easily, and they have managed to identify previous owners by studying fragments of torn-off book labels and comparing their color and size with intact book labels in other books.

			In 2010, Zentral- und Landesbibliothek began a systematic investigation into its collection. With their colleagues, Bockenkamm and Finsterwalder have manually examined some 100,000 volumes. According to Bockenkamm’s present estimate, there could be more than a quarter of a million plundered volumes in the library.

			The most difficult part of the work is not finding the plundered books but tracking down their owners or descendants. Only about a third of the plundered books found by Bockenkamm and Finsterwalder have any kind of bookplates, signatures, or stamps that make it possible to establish previous owners. It is even more difficult to find surviving victims or their descendants to try to return the books.

			At first they tried to trace the owners in every instance. While in certain cases they succeeded, in the end it proved too time-consuming a task. Instead, in 2012, they launched a searchable database into which plundered books could be entered with information and images of signatures and owners’ labels.

			“We’re trying to make the descendants come to us instead. The database is searchable on Google, so a lot of people involved in genealogical research find us. It’s working; we are returning books every month,” says Finsterwalder.

			The database currently contains fifteen thousand books, and new titles are being added all the time. It will take years before all the books are registered.
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					Sebastian Finsterwalder shows me a ledger listing about two thousand stolen books cataloged during the war. The books were marked with the letter J, an abbreviation for Judenbücher.

				


			Yet resources are scarce. The project is being supported by the city of Berlin and Arbeitsstelle für Provenienzforschung, a federal organization that finances research into provenance. However, funds are allotted to the project for a few years at a time.

			“A couple of years is really just enough to start understanding how to tackle the work. We have to build everything from scratch because there’s no one who knows how to do this. Libraries have rarely had any interest in the provenance of books, only their contents, and book labels or signatures have not been registered,” says Finsterwalder.

			He reports that the level of interest in dealing with book plundering, both in local authorities and libraries, is still insignificant, and most libraries and institutions in Germany tend to ignore the question.

			“There is neither the political will nor the resources to really do something about this. Of the thousands of libraries we have in Germany only about twenty or so have actively checked their collections. There is no collaboration; all the libraries conduct their own research. People are more interested in art, because it’s so valuable,” says Finsterwalder gloomily.

			The books that ended up in Berliner Stadtbibliothek’s collection are, with a few exceptions, not worth very much in a financial sense. They are normal books once owned by normal people: novels, children’s books, songbooks—books that can be bought in a secondhand bookshop for a few euros. But they often have great personal value when they are returned to people.

			Between 2009 and 2014 in the region of 500 books were returned, a mere drop in the ocean when one considers that there may be 250,000 plundered books in the library.

			“We really want to give these books back. But there are only a few of us working with this. As things stand, we have found fifteen thousand volumes with a ‘suspicious’ background, and three thousand that have definitely been plundered. It would take us decades to find every descendant, if there even are any,” says Bockenkamm, while he puts some unusually beautiful bookplates on his desk. Quite clearly, he has a deep attachment to these plates. He knows each one of them. It was through these images that he first started revealing the library’s past. He shows me an ex libris depicting an angel fighting two snakes with a pair of javelins. Another shows a lion walking upright, with its tongue out, and a third is of a woman armed with a goose quill, mounted on a winged horse. Most of these marks are further decorated with the Star of David and have Jewish names on them, such as Hirsch, Bachenheimer, and Meyer. They are highly personal works of art, many illustrative of events in their owners’ lives, often also their relationship to reading, culture, and literature. But they are also full of symbolism from a lost world, and from lost lives—no one can interpret their meaning anymore. It is a world of books and readers that was crushed and dispersed.

			“Even worse, it’s impossible to finish this work. It’s impossible! But we have to do what we can,” he says.

			Many of the plundered books have no identifiable owners’ marks. What will happen to these books is something Bockenkamm and Finsterwalder do not know. Maybe one day they will be possible to identify, but the likelihood of it is small.

			“These books are like ghosts in the library. We know they are stolen, but from whom?” says Finsterwalder, with a resigned shrug of the shoulders.

			Although it has only been possible to return a small part of the total, Bockenkamm feels that every individual volume returned is a meaningful act. In a couple of instances, they have managed to return books to actual Holocaust survivors. One of them was Walter Lachman, a German-Jewish Berliner who was only a teenager when he was deported with his grandmother in 1942 to a concentration camp in Latvia. His grandmother was murdered, while Lachman was moved to the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, where he was held at the same time as Anne Frank. Frank died, probably of typhoid, just one month before the camp was liberated by British forces in April 1945. Lachman managed to survive even though he was also seriously ill with typhoid fever. After the war he emigrated to the United States.4 Sixty-seven years later he was called up by a friend who had read an article in the German magazine Der Spiegel about the plundered books at the Zentral- und Landesbibliothek. One of the books the magazine had chosen to quote from was one of Lachman’s childhood books—a book of fairy tales for Jewish children, which had been given to him by his teacher.5

			“He couldn’t go himself. But his daughter came all the way from California to pick up the book. He had nothing left of his childhood apart from a couple of photographs and a hat he wore in the concentration camp. According to his daughter, her father had never really spoken about the past, but this changed once he got the book back. It brought him out of himself and he started telling his story. Now he is giving talks in schools, to children,” says Sebastian Finsterwalder, who feels that this is just one example of why this work is so important.

			“These books are keepers of memories. They are not worth much in a financial sense, but they can be priceless to the people and the families who once owned and then lost them. In some cases, when we handed them back it was the first time that children or grandchildren were confronted with their parents or grandparents’ stories. It’s a very emotive process,” Finsterwalder continues.

			“When I started looking into the history of these books and went onto the Internet to search for the names I found written inside them, the search results kept indicating Auschwitz. Every time the trail led to Auschwitz. We can’t give people their lives back, but maybe we can give them something else. A book, and maybe a memory,” says Detlef Bockenkamm as he looks down at
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