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In the spring of 1994, I visited the Jewish Museum in Prague to study their collection of pictures by children from the Nazi ghetto of Theresienstadt. I had seen some of the pictures the previous year in a small exhibition in Prague about the murder of Czech Jews, and I knew others from the Museum’s publications. But I had no idea how many and how varied they were. Some were painted on recycled packing paper; others on old Czech forms which dated from the town’s pre-war past as a military garrison. The paints were not as bright as in the reproductions I had seen and it was evident that it would be all too easy to mistake the particular colours available to children in a Jewish ghetto for those they had chosen to express particular emotions. I found myself increasingly fascinated by line drawings of scenes from the children’s daily lives, most of which had not been exhibited anywhere. To make any sense out of them I needed to know a great deal more about the conditions in which the children had lived, and here two scholars who were also survivors, Anita Franková in Prague and Erik Polák in Terezín, proved invaluable guides to the ghetto’s archival records.
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THE RIGHT TO A NAME
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POSSESSING one’s own name is one of the most elementary forms of personal identity. For prisoners in Auschwitz, the number tattooed on their forearms replaced their names, and a great deal of Holocaust remembrance is concerned with naming the victims of Nazi genocide: only then can they be properly recalled as people. Sometimes their names went through a number of different versions as they changed language and jurisdiction. Where possible I have reverted to the names people used at the time: so, for example, Mary Berg – as she became known when she published her diary in New York in 1945 – is referred to here as Miriam Wattenberg, as she was in the Warsaw ghetto.

I should have liked to have given all the children in this book their names. But that was not to be. Under German Federal law governing data and personal records, the identities of individuals are protected during their lifetimes and those of their immediate family. This ban on revealing the real names of persons creates immediate problems for any historian who sets out to treat all equally. It is not only former members of the Hitler Youth who may not be named. The ban applies also to naming child psychiatric patients who were killed in the asylums of the Third Reich: they have become the anonymised victims of the Holocaust. In a book with such a large cast of children, many of whom share the same first names, it would have been confusing to refer to them by their first names only. So I have had to create pseudonyms for those, mainly German and Austrian, children whose identities are protected by law. In these cases, I have retained the original given name and chosen a family name which starts with the same initial and comes from the same part of Germany. The reader can easily establish where this has been done by consulting the endnotes: Dierk Sievert, for example, becomes Dierk S. in the notes, the initial indicating that the name in the text is a pseudonym. In a very few cases, I was not able to establish what the family name was, usually because of the way the person has been anonymised in another publication, and so have simply used the first name on its own.

Names of places turn out to be just as complex as names of persons. Often, towns had several different names for centuries, which altered with the language spoken by their multicultural population or the political jurisdiction under which they fell. The solution of realist cinema where everyone uses her or his own language and name for a place seemed certain to confuse the reader, although the alternative – to have Germans speaking of Pozna[image: Image] and Poles of Posen – also grates on the ear. On the whole, I have followed the rule of accepting the name used by the political authorities at the time: so, Theresienstadt reverts to its Czech name of Terezín in 1945. Poland presents a particularly difficult case, because of its history of partitions by the great powers and its shifting borders during the period 1939–45. I have used Polish names for places until the start of the German occupation and again after liberation. For the period of German occupation, I have generally used the Polish names for towns within the rump territory in Central Poland which was designated as the General Government, whilst employing the German names for places which were formally annexed to the Greater German Reich. I have made two exceptions to this rule, however, for [image: Image]ód[image: Image] and Gdynia, where I have kept the Polish names throughout, because the Nazi names Litzmannstadt and Gotenhafen had no prior history: much of Gdynia was built in the 1920s to give Poland a port on the Baltic, and, until 1939, the German minority had always referred to [image: Image]ód[image: Image] as Lodsch. I have called the Lithuanian city of Vilnius, or Wilno as it was named under Polish rule in the 1920s and 1930s, throughout by its Yiddish name: for it is Jewish Vilna which features most often. For the sake of simplicity, I have also not tried to Russianise the names of towns in Eastern Poland during the period of Soviet occupation in 1939–41. Hopefully, most confusions will be clarified by consulting the maps and the glossary of place names, and I can only apologise for any lingering errors. Names are not neutral and, in writing this book, I have discovered that the right to name people and places remains a very present part of the legacy of the Second World War.
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	Yehuda Bacon

	Czech–Jewish boy in Theresienstadt and Auschwitz




	Martin Bergau

	German teenager from Palmnicken in East Prussia




	Lothar Carsten

	Hitler Youth in Wuppertal




	Janina David

	Jewish girl in the Warsaw ghetto




	Thomas Gève

	Jewish boy from Berlin, deported to Auschwitz




	Liselotte Günzel

	German schoolgirl from socialist family in Berlin




	Janina

	Polish girl from village of Borowa-Góra




	Wanda Przybylska

	Polish girl in Warsaw




	Klaus Seidel

	Hitler Youth and anti-aircraft auxiliary in Hamburg




	Dawid Sierakowiak

	Jewish boy in [image: Image]ód[image: Image]




	Dierk Sievert

	6th former in Osnabrück at start of war




	Fritz Theilen

	Teenage ‘Edelweiss Pirate’ in Cologne




	Uwe Timm

	Young child in Hamburg and Coburg




	Miriam Wattenberg

	Jewish girl in the Warsaw ghetto
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INTRODUCTION
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LOOKING back at her childhood, Katrin Thiele could not reconcile her happy memories with what she had learned about Nazi Germany: ‘Could all the Nazis I had known –’ she wondered, ‘just about everyone I loved – really have been the loathsome brutes subsequently portrayed?’ Katrin, like many other children of her generation, simply could not equate the overwhelming evidence of mass murder with all the Nazi ideals she ‘had been taught to revere, notions like self-sacrifice and dedication to duty’.1

In Katrin’s case, the end of the war abruptly ruptured a stable and comfortable family world. Her father, who for twelve years had served as a Nazi functionary and then an officer in the Wehrmacht, was pursued by both American military and German civilian police. Arrested and interned for reasons she could not fathom, he disappeared from Katrin’s life for the next three years. In the meantime, Katrin’s mother – having been born in London before the First World War – was ‘repatriated’ with her two children to a country they had grown up thinking was their national enemy. Katrin left Germany as a ten-year-old in 1946, to live in Britain. Overnight, she went from being Katrin Thiele to Kay Norris. With the change of name went a wholesale change of language, national identity, permissible topics of conversation and social reference, as Kay learned how to be an English schoolgirl. The memories, mostly from the war, which broke out when Katrin was only three, had to be locked away in her mind until a time came when she could explore them more safely.

Despite her parents’ subsequent divorce, Katrin had two opportunities to visit her father and try to make sense of this sudden destruction of her family. In 1949, now aged thirteen, she and her older brother, Udo, spent a weekend with him and his new wife during the Christmas holidays. In many ways a happy reunion, it also shocked her deeply. Both her command of German and her emotional relationship with her father had stopped at the point she had left, three years before. She could not express the new ideas and concepts she had acquired in England and he seemed only too glad to accept her as the little girl he had last seen. He also looked quite different from both her memories and her imaginings. Gone was the sharp-featured, brisk man in uniform, preaching fanatical dedication to the cause. But he was not the broken, despairing prisoner she had imagined during his two years of internment. Instead, she saw a balding man, more careworn and overweight than before, but who did not seem to need her help. He had remade his life, finding a good job and a charming home in the Harz, where he had settled down with a beautiful woman – an old family friend – who had long adored him.

Katrin found she could not fathom her father’s beliefs. What had happened to those inner convictions he had carefully instilled in his children? Even when Katrin went to visit him in 1956, during the first summer of her studies at Oxford, she found that she slid back once more into the emotional collusion of ‘papa and his little girl’. Of his former Nazi self she could find no more than a deep nostalgia for the Third Reich, especially for his time as a soldier; and he refused to accept the scale of the genocide committed against the Jews. By now settled in Canada, he appeared to have simply signed up to a fresh set of goals, becoming a new, hard-working and ambitious member of the community of German immigrants. She felt misunderstood. He did not seem to realise that his daughter had remained true to the virtues he had inculcated in her. Where she still recognised the Nazi collective virtues of Pflicht, Treue, Wille and serving the Volk – duty, loyalty, will and serving the nation – in the everyday English good conduct of ‘dutifulness’, ‘integrity’, ‘determination’ and ‘making the world a better place’, he mocked her dreamy idealism. In their two English-speaking countries on either side of the Atlantic Ocean, the generation which had made Nazi Germany and the generation which had been made by it were as far apart as a loving father and daughter could be.2

In some respects, Katrin’s experience was less different from that of her contemporaries who had remained in Germany than she thought. Many German war children also found it difficult to talk to their parents, especially in establishing emotional contact with fathers who had spent the years from 1939 to 1948 at war or in prisoner-of-war camps. There were many topics which German families avoided in the 1950s. It was the generation of children who had been most deeply marked by the Third Reich. The men and women who had carried the swastika across Europe could often look back on childhood memories untouched by Nazi emblems and slogans. Like Katrin’s father, many found it easier to shed those values and goals afterwards that did not make for success in the post-war world. Their children had known no other world in their most formative years and had often imbibed Nazi values and sayings alongside exhortations to wash carefully, look after their clothes and be polite. Small wonder that members of this generation should feel that any serious post-war confrontation with the world their parents had helped make menaced their very identity as responsible individuals. For many it was easier to go on being dutiful and serving others within the new institutions of East and West Germany.3

In fact, Katrin did not go back and investigate her family history until the early 1990s. In this, too, she was not peculiar among her generation. Both children of Nazi fellow travellers and Jewish children who had survived the ghettos and camps of the ‘final solution’ often did not write their memoirs until after they had retired and began to wonder how best to tell their grandchildren about the events they had often tried to keep from their children.

In 1988, West Germans marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Nazi pogrom against German Jews on the night of 9 November 1938, a night of mob violence and murder, burning of synagogues, and looting of flats and shops, which had left nearly a hundred dead and had seen 25,000 Jewish men sent to the concentration camps. For 1988, in a halting and ham-fisted fashion, the West German government sponsored a full national commemoration of the anniversary, prompting many localities to follow suit. In the course of this anniversary, the well-known south German journalist Lore Walb found herself plagued more often than ever by dreams about the Jews. In one recurring dream, she became a young student in Heidelberg during the war once more, when a Jewish classmate from her school years suddenly turned up on her doorstep, begging to be taken in, just for a day or two. Each time Lore Walb awoke from the dream she had not made a decision. The daughter of convinced Nazis, she had emerged from the war unscathed herself and had soon begun a career in radio in southern Germany.

By 27 November 1988, less than three weeks after the main commemorations of Kristallnacht, she was noting a different dream in her diary. A young woman once more, she found herself in the street walking alongside an older Jewish man clad in a long coat, broad-brimmed hat, his narrow, decent face sporting a goatee. Laying her hand on his bony shoulder, she leaned her head on it and said, almost weeping with relief and joy, ‘I am so glad that you are back.’ Like so many wish dreams, Lore Walb’s posed the problem, not the resolution. The Jews had not come back and she could not ask their forgiveness. Nor had she yet made her own self-reckoning or forgiven herself. Instead of closing this chapter of her life, the sixty-nine-year-old retiree embarked on what she called, in a suggestive and laden phrase, ‘the stations on the way towards the work of memory’.4

The result of Lore Walb’s journey was a kind of public confession through the medium of private self-analysis, in which the older woman reread and commented upon her own youthful diaries. There was the family photo album with that proud moment in 1932 when the thirteen-year-old had stood before the Führer in the local sports stadium while a crowd of 25,000 looked on. Then, in November 1933, for the tenth anniversary of Hitler’s Beer Hall putsch, came another public moment when she recited a poem, with the top education officials of the province in the audience. When the war broke out she started her studies at university. Like almost everyone else, Lore Walb celebrated the fall of France in June 1940, sharing, too, in the general mood of hatred against Britain for needlessly prolonging the war. ‘The Führer should not be too humane this time,’ she wrote on 17 June, ‘and should give the English a hefty warning for once – for they alone are guilty of all the unhappiness and misery into which so many nations have been plunged.’

On rereading her own entries, Lore Walb realised that she had possessed no inner barrier to absorbing and making such key phrases of Nazi propaganda her own. After the attack on the Soviet Union, she somehow skated over even the death of the boys in her circle of friends, dwelling on the military and political importance of the cause for which they had died. ‘Bolshevism’ and ‘Russian sub-humans’, ‘Japan’s fabulous successes’ against the United States’ Pacific fleet, her own ideas of how to win her mother round to letting her study for a doctorate and her sympathy for the German soldiers freezing on the eastern front; the clichés chased each other across the page. At every turn, she took from the media the key phrases she needed to make sense of events, dressing up Goebbels’s slogans and epigrams as her own private reflections. Half a century later, steeped in the starkly contrary values and verities of another era, this confontation with her own outwardly uneventful Nazi past came as a profound moral shock.5

Lore Walb’s diary provided ample testimony to that attitude of inner moral engagement which Katrin Thiele found so much harder to shed after the war than her name, nationality and language. Even at the very end of the war, when Walb heard that her town had been surrendered to the French in order to avoid further bloodshed, she wrote about her disappointment, rather than her relief. In her heart, she still clung to the romanticism of loyalty and national sacrifice, whatever her head might dictate. As, finally, the local authorities hung out white flags, she felt ‘most deeply shamed and humiliated’; writing on 26 April 1945, she grieved for the ‘millions of soldiers who have fought for years and are still fighting at the front for no purpose’. Nothing made sense at that moment.6

When Lore Walb tried to take stock of what she had learned in the decades since the war but which was not in her diary – such as the hundreds of thousands of concentration camp inmates sent on increasingly pointless ‘death marches’ by their captors in the final months – she tried to imagine the individual plight of those who were lucky enough to survive. And yet, the faces her memory summoned up when she thought of the war were of the young German men who had died: Rolf, Günther, the brothers Gerhard and Heinz, her one-time boyfriend Walter who died in the final week of the war, fighting in Vienna. And, like so many women born between 1909 and 1929, Lore Walb had another reason to remember them. There was no one left to marry.7

In March 1988, Martin Bergau joined other middle-aged war children at a quiet weekend reunion in Cologne. It was the annual gathering of families from Palmnicken, a formerly East Prussian town on the Samland Peninsula. Most had fled to the West ahead of the Red Army in 1945, others afterwards, and among them Bergau met a woman who reminded him of events he had witnessed as a fifteen-year-old Hitler Youth in those fateful days of early 1945. The woman’s mother, Bertha Pulver, had hidden a young Jewish woman, the survivor of a massacre of – mostly Jewish – concentration camp prisoners which the SS had carried out with the help of the local militia forces of the Volkssturm down at the edge of the frozen Baltic. Afterwards, the SS and local militia had hunted down the Jewish women who had escaped from the seashore. Armed as members of the Volkssturm, Bergau and some of his teenage Hitler Youth friends had been called by the SS to help guard a line of Jewish women at an abandoned mine, while the women were led in pairs round the corner of the building. Bergau could hear the shots of the two SS men who were killing them. Eventually, the line became so short that the fifteen-year-old Bergau accompanied them round the corner too. As he looked on at the executions, he saw one of his Hitler Youth comrades walking among the prostrate bodies firing a revolver at any who still moved. A few women who had escaped from the massacre on the ice evaded capture and survived. One of them was the young woman Bertha Pulver had hidden.8

Prompted by his chance encounter with Bertha Pulver’s daughter, Martin Bergau set to work writing his own memoir of the war years and his three years as a prisoner of war in the Soviet Union. In contrast to the reflex response, still widespread in Germany, of having heard nothing and seen nothing of actual camps or killing, Bergau painstakingly set about including this particular massacre of camp prisoners in his account. He wrote off to the Yad Vashem archives in Jerusalem to ask for survivors’ testimony, which he added in a special appendix to his memoir. The book did not become a best-seller.

Martin Bergau was the only one of these three German memoirists who had been directly caught up as a teenager in the murderous end to the war. His achievement was to chronicle his own sense of inner engagement with Germany’s cause, rather than to probe it deeply. Lore Walb’s sense of guilt came from a recognition that she, a talented teenager and young woman, had freely dedicated herself to Nazi precepts and Nazi goals, remaining true to them until the end. As she grew older Katrin’s sense of guilt was nourished not from anything she had done as a young child during the war, but from her apprehensions about what her father might have done to be arrested afterwards. When historians began interviewing the children of the Third Reich in the 1980s, they, too, were principally concerned with exploring the feelings of guilt which Katrin Thiele, Lore Walb and Martin Bergau were trying to address. But they were more interested in the children’s responses to what their fathers did during the war than in the children’s own experiences.9

In all wars, children are victims. The Second World War differed only in the unprecedented extent to which this was true. One of the most famous photographs of the Holocaust is the picture of the child holding his hands up as he is driven at gunpoint to the Umschlagplatz in the Warsaw ghetto. He was just one of the 1.1 million children who perished in the ‘final solution’. Children were shot by soldiers and militiamen in their thousands in occupied Poland and the Soviet Union. Starvation and disease killed the elderly and the very young throughout occupied Europe, but especially in the East. Children were incinerated with their mothers in the firestorms of Hamburg, Dresden, Elberfeld, Darmstadt and a host of other German cities, or froze to death in the mass flight of German civilians along the snowbound roads from Silesia and East Prussia in 1945.

Some of this suffering of children has become familiar in the telling, while other areas remain relatively unknown. But the 1990s marked a watershed. Many people write down their memories only after they have retired and their own children have grown up. This was as true for Austrian children who remained with their mothers throughout the war as for Jewish children who lost their whole families in the Holocaust, and for the generation of younger war children the time to tell their stories came during the last ten years.

Three books were published in 2002 which brought the dimensions of German suffering back into the mainstream of German public discussion. Antony Beevor’s Berlin: The Downfall prompted much talk about the rapes perpetrated by Red Army soldiers at the end of the war. Günter Grass’s novel Crabwise was seized upon for his treatment of mass flight, while Jörg Friedrich’s Der Brand (The Fire) focused on the bombing of the cities. None of them was the first to treat his subject, but each captured the German public imagination in a way their predecessors had not. Friedrich was alone in talking about German suffering in the war in terms which set it on par with the Holocaust, casting Winston Churchill as a ‘war criminal’, referring to asphixiating air-raid cellars as ‘gas chambers’ and calling the RAF’s Bomber Command ‘Einsatzgruppen’ as if they were SS killers. After so much public discussion of German responsibility for the murder of the Jews, most commentators found these terms unacceptable and strongly rejected any attempt to equate German and Jewish suffering. But other elements of Friedrich’s vocabulary, especially his more general emphasis on innocence, victimhood and trauma, have gained widespread acceptance. And this has set the tone for the handful of works which have now appeared based on interviews with war children. For the first time, interviewers have wanted them to tell their stories, rather than hear their responses to the deeds of their fathers, most of whom are now dead. Amid talk of ‘breaking the silence’, the new emphasis has been on the worst moments of their wars, on bombing, flight and hunger. Giving voice to the suffering of innocent German children can make their memories sound like those of Holocaust survivors, opening the prospect of ‘empowering’ the victims by according them high moral standing and political recognition.10

In many ways this evocation of the suffering of innocent children is not as novel as it appears. In West Germany, mass flight from the eastern provinces and mass rape by the Red Army had received enormous coverage in the 1950s. Although the mass bombing by the country’s new British and American allies quickly became a non-topic in West Germany, it did become a feature of Cold War commemoration in East Germany. The child’s perspective also appealed to West German writers like Heinrich Böll in the early 1950s as they looked for symbols of hope in the post-war world. But as the literary critic and survivor of the Warsaw ghetto Marcel Reich-Ranicki remarked in an acid review of Böll’s early work, the limited horizon of the child could also provide an excuse for avoiding all the broader issues of the Nazi war of annihilation waged in the East.11

As new national identities were being encouraged in the 1950s, in Poland, in Israel and in West Germany, innocent suffering often provided the raw material for morally uplifting parables of renewal. In Poland, this way of viewing the country’s huge losses during the war and the German occupation connected back to an older tradition of seeing the nation, its martyrdom and its resurrection in terms of Christ’s Passion. But this was also a tradition under attack by the Stalinist ruling party, which preferred to focus more on the heroism of its own resistance, while simultaneously attacking the record of the much larger nationalist forces, the Home Army. In West Germany, the tales of ethnic Germans expelled from Eastern Europe and of prisoners of war starving in Soviet camps were sometimes couched as a kind of Protestant expiation. Through their suffering many Germans of the 1950s felt that they had paid their – generally unspecified – moral debts. In the new state of Israel, the fact of genocide underwrote the state’s very foundation. But in a country which saw its armed forces as vital to its existence, many Israelis were also afraid that European Jews had passively acquiesced in their own slaughter: for the first decade and more, commemoration dwelt exclusively on heroic resistance like the Warsaw ghetto uprising. In Poland and Germany, children’s essays were collected and their drawings exhibited soon after the end of the war. In Israel it would take longer to commemorate them: the very scale of their tragedy may have made it too painful to contemplate.12

Confronted with such suffering, it is natural to turn to a notion like trauma to understand its impact. Certainly, many children as well as adults must have been traumatised by their experiences. But trauma is also very difficult to apply to the past. Like its cultural neighbour, victimhood, trauma is often treated as a psychological – and moral – absolute. They foreclose the past, telling us what we will find before we have looked. Trauma is also a concept which was designed for understanding individuals, not whole societies. As oral historians working on other subjects have listened to stories and conducted interviews, the most self-reflective have noticed the similarities between their work and that of psychoanalysts and psychotherapists; but this has tended to make them more, not less, cautious about how final and definitive their interviewees’ accounts are. Such caution would be advisable here.13

Instead, since the 1960s there has been a strong tendency in the Federal Republic to treat public debate itself as a kind of social therapy, as if by talking out the Nazi past, the Holocaust, collaboration in the former East Germany with the Stasi, or – most recently – German suffering in the war will itself cleanse and cure society of their effects. As Lore Walb and Martin Bergau addressed the questions of responsibility for Nazism and the Holocaust, they asked themselves very difficult questions which involved a precarious balancing act between their deep childhood memories and the moral positions of adulthood. By contrast, little self-interrogation is demanded of witnesses once their childhood suffering is endowed with the unquestionable status of ‘survivor testimony’. And this easily shades into redemptive views of suffering like those which were current in the 1950s, founded on a belief that suffering ennobles people by helping them to reform themselves, a doubtful claim about a conflict as destructive as the Second World War.14

So much emphasis on innocent suffering can also make children appear strangely passive within the accounts of harm done to them, the objects rather than the subjects of history. But most children were still able to engage with their environment and lived the war in a network of social relationships: if we want to find children’s own wishes and responses to events it is here that we should look. From a historical perspective, it is better to restrict the use of ‘trauma’ to extreme cases which cannot be explained in any other way: like the small German girl who could only think of rescuing her shoes from the rubble of her house, or the five-year-old Polish girl who had to be taught to speak again after her liberation from a concentration camp.15

Children established their own chronologies of the war through key events; the moment when their war became real. When exactly their secure world collapsed became a defining moment, dividing the war from a previous ‘golden age’. For Jewish children in Germany, Austria and the Czech lands, that moment almost certainly came before the war, often with their emigration, especially if that involved family separations. For Poles, this often happened in 1939–40, with the mass shootings, deportations and – for Polish Jews – ghettoisation. For German children in the cities of the Rhineland and Ruhr, it came with the onset of heavy bombing in 1942. For children in the eastern German provinces, that moment was usually the mass flights of 1945. For many other German and Austrian children, their intact and safe world did not end until occupation and the collapse of the Third Reich: for them, the events shaping their inner sense of time were more likely to be the capitulation of 8 May 1945 and the hunger years which followed than the Nazi period itself.

As children’s memories of Nazi Germany divided between those who remembered it as a time of normality and those who recalled it with fear and horror, the exact events they recollected mattered. For dates and events marked that emotional boundary. Often, too, crossing the boundary spelled the moment when children had to take over responsibilities from their parents, looking after their siblings and parents or becoming beggars and smugglers to feed their families. At some point – as their parents broke down in the starving Jewish ghettos, or as they fled before the Red Army in the snows of 1945, or while they hid in their cellars during bombing raids – many children shouldered premature responsibilities. Such dutifulness tied them to their families, especially their mothers, long after they would normally have gone their own way.16

Most children did not experience these things in isolation and, especially for younger children, their memories of these decisive moments would be shaped by the stories they were told about them afterwards. For many Jewish children this was not so. Few of the Jewish children who survived the war still had close family members, and most would emigrate from Continental Europe, setting them on journeys to self-knowledge that they would have to chart through unfamiliar languages and traditions. But for most European children and their families, post-war reconstruction was a national and family affair, and their memories and much of their capacity for empathy would be channelled exclusively by their own wartime national and ethnic communities: there would be no European consensus about the meanings of 1939, 1940, 1941 or 1945, or about what counted as victory, defeat or liberation. The full impact of the Third Reich can be measured by the ways in which habits of thought remained intact long after its outward symbols and structures had been dismantled.

The Nazis’ aims were above all racist and nationalist, but they projected these goals into the future through the enormous importance they ascribed to childhood. Children provided a crucial measure of Nazi success in realising their utopian visions. They saw the pure-bred, well-educated and upright German child as the racial future of the nation, and they were only too aware that this was the first generation they could nurture and shape from infancy. During the war, this involved a whole raft of measures, from signing up ten-year-olds to the junior branches of the Hitler Youth and League of German Girls, the Jungvolk and Jungmädel, and sending them out to gather medicinal herbs, to providing evacuee placements in hostels for children and giving them special food supplements. More generally, the regime tried to shield the home front and make it as ‘normal’ as possible.

Nurturing German youth also meant protecting it from harmful influences. German drop-outs and juvenile delinquents had to be taken out of society until they had been re-educated into lives of duty and diligence. Disabled children had to be excluded and, in the summer of 1939, Hitler launched a policy which directed medical personnel to kill them in the country’s asylums. As the German racial future became the sole measure of value and utility, the Nazis abandoned all other ethical criteria in their dealings with children.

The campaigns in the East, first in Poland in 1939 and then, from 1941, in the Soviet Union, opened the way to colonial settlement for Germans which was meant to be as permanent as white settlement in America, Australasia or southern Africa. Teenagers might prefer to read exotic novels about colonial Africa, but young men and women from the League of German Girls, the Hitler Youth, the Students’ League and the Labour Service helped the police and SS in expelling Polish peasant farmers and settling ethnic Germans on their land. Schoolchildren evacuated to the newly annexed territories of western Poland, Bohemia and Moravia conducted their own marches through Polish and Czech towns, symbolically demonstrating German presence on all their national days. And woe betide the locals who failed to uncover their heads before the flags of the Jungvolk or Hitler Youth as they marched by, singing ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles’.

For Polish and Polish-Jewish children, colonisation ripped apart the whole structure of legal norms and replaced it with arbitrary rule by decree. They saw their elders humiliated and were often forced to work clearing the snow in winter or mending the roads in summer. Instead of schooling they became acquainted with a racial system of rationing and segregation. On both sides of the deepening divide between Gentiles and Jews, children smuggled food and traded on the black market, and the networks that Jewish child smugglers built in Warsaw and other cities served as one of the few ways for them to escape into hiding. By the time that Martin Bergau witnessed the massacre of Jewish women in Palmnicken in January 1945, even German children in rural backwaters of East Prussia were becoming acquainted with the extremes of Nazi racial violence.

In the end, the regime would devour some of the very children it had sought to protect from racial pollution and air raids. In the last phase of the war the Nazi regime would call upon German teenagers to sacrifice themselves on the ‘altar of the fatherland’, sending teenage girls to flak batteries and boys out to fight Soviet tanks. With this suicidal climax of the Nazi cult of Gothic romanticism, the regime called up the last reserves of youthful idealism it had cultivated and sent the young to their deaths. In their wilful destruction lay some of the seeds of the post-war myth that the German nation had fallen victim to the Nazis. But, as Lore Walb’s diary testified, the appeal of heroic and doomed gestures extended well beyond the Führer bunker in Berlin. With the sinews of state power snapping, this was a destruction which could not have occurred without the tacit consent and co-operation of many people, including, as often as not, the boys’ own families.

How did this transformation occur? How did sufficient numbers of Germans come to believe the national struggle was worth the lives of their teenage children? One answer might be that they did not; that the Nazi regime held on to the bitter end through terror alone. There is some truth in this: of the 16,000 judicial executions carried out in Nazi Germany, over 14,000 took place after 1941. But the principal targets were Poles and Czechs, rather than Germans. And the Germans who were executed were more likely to be petty criminals caught looting after air raids than political opponents or defeatists. From the start of the war, German military discipline had been far more draconian than either the Western powers’ or its own practice in the First World War: some 33,000 German soldiers were executed during the war; most of them as deserters, and probably half of them in the final twelve to eighteen months. Both against German soldiers and civilians, terror was greatest in the final months of war, as the regime and its armed forces battled for German territory, region by region. But terror alone did not keep Germans fighting: even in this end phase, both adult and teenage soldiers often fought on in small detachments, without anyone except their own officers and peers to prevent them from slipping away. Over one million German troops died in the last four months of the war. The Third Reich did not collapse until it was militarily defeated.17

This climax could not have been predicted from Germans’ responses to the first years of the war. The easy victories of 1939 and 1940 over Poland, Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, France, Belgium and Luxembourg provided grounds for jubilation, but also relief that the war had been shorter and cost far fewer casualties than people had feared. The Allied bombing and the war on the eastern front changed all that, confronting German society by the end of 1942 with a painful, frightening test of endurance. In the north and west, mass air raids affected all in the towns and cities under the flight paths. The wailing of the air-raid sirens sent families stumbling into claustrophobic and cramped cellars, often several times a night. There they waited to hear if this time the planes would strike. As German cities burned and turned to rubble, and the number of military and civilian dead rose, it did seem to many adults and teenagers as if this was a war of annihilation being waged against the German people by implacable enemies. The apocalyptic ‘all or nothing’ tone which Hitler’s speeches had always had now suited the circumstances of ‘total war’ as never before. While teenagers and young adults like Lore Walb pledged their faith and commitment in their civilian diaries, many older people felt that they were helplessly tied to their nation’s fate. But many, who might have walked by with disapproval during the anti-Jewish pogrom of November 1938, were now ready to follow the German media and blame the bombing on the influence of the Jews in Washington and London. And they knew that ‘total war’ would demand sacrifices. As early as February 1943, parents were accepting that their fifteen-year-old sons could man anti-aircraft batteries along the North Sea coast or in cities like Essen, Berlin and Hamburg. Many were dying in action before the German home front became subject to Nazi terror.

The Nazi ‘national community’ was riven with real and rhetorical contradictions. The regime’s demands for blood and military sacrifice were absolute, and yet it was extraordinarily timid when it came to civilian morale. Desperate to avoid the collapse of the home front that had occurred in 1918, Hitler’s regime struggled to maintain a kind of pseudo-normality, keeping civilian rations the highest in wartime Europe. Increasingly, forced labourers and prisoners from the East would endure the ‘ruthless sacrifices’ on the home front which German civilians were spared. Many of the German men in photographs taken in the bombed cities show them standing by in uniform, guarding the camp prisoners and forced labourers who had to clear up after the air raids. The longer the war lasted and the worse it went, the more foreign workers were executed in public, first by the security forces and, in the final weeks of the war, by lynch mobs. Nazi racism needed the fear of defeat and ‘terror bombing’ to persuade others to share in its Manichean visions of killing or being killed. Through everyday exposure to Nazi racial violence in a society fighting for its survival, those parts of the German home front which had been least Nazi in the 1930s – the industrial cities of the north, the Ruhr and Saxony – gradually absorbed these values which had lain at the core of Hitler’s concept of racial conquest from the outset.18

When the war came home to children, they registered it as a set of physical events without precedent, spectacular and terrifying by turns. With a different sense of danger and threat from adults, young children often marvelled at the sights of fires burning across the cities in which they lived; even teenage boys competed to collect shell splinters the next morning on their way to school. Children were also sharply divided by their age and capacity to make sense of what they had seen. While younger children seem often to have been left with vivid but fragmentary images, older children strove to form abstract ideas about what was happening to them: from the radio, the Hitler Youth, their parents and their teachers they drew the moral of their national predicament, often redoubling their efforts to help fight fires or set up soup kitchens for bombed-out refugees. It is often said that the Nazis stopped adolescents from developing a sense of responsibility by presenting them with a ready-made set of authoritarian precepts. It could also be said that the Nazis inculcated an excessive sense of moral commitment, a personal responsibility to contribute to the war effort, which finally culminated in teenagers’ willingness to sacrifice their own and others’ lives in the final months of the war.19

I first heard of the Nazis as a child, my brother with childish prescience calling them ‘the nasties’. My father had been born into a socialist and assimilated Jewish family in Berlin. The city from which he finally emigrated in 1939 remained his great love. We often asked him about his childhood in the late twenties and early thirties. His own political memories began with sitting inside his grandfather’s bookcase and quietly listening in as the adults in the room – including leading Social Democrats – discussed how to react to von Papen’s coup in Prussia in 1932 and how to defend the Republic. When Hitler took power, my father was on the cusp of adolescence and was severely reprimanded for unthinkingly whistling the ‘Marseillaise’ as he climbed up the stairs to visit a cousin who had joined a left-wing resistance group. Like many refugees and exiles, he preserved much of his moral and intellectual universe intact. For the rest of his life, he continued to identify with left-wing causes and with the ‘other Germany’ which had not voted for the Nazis in 1933, and which social historians have done so much since the 1970s to rediscover.20

My brother and I were fond of joking that, but for Hitler, we would not have been born; for otherwise our parents would never have met in 1950s Australia. We knew too that the odds had also been against our father surviving Hitler. But it was not until I read a statistical analysis of German military losses that I realised what surviving Hitler meant for non-Jewish men of his generation. Of his cohort of men born in 1920, 40 per cent died in the war, half of them in 1944 and 1945. The worst year to be born in twentieth-century Germany was 1920. This book begins after my father had already left Germany and after the closest and non-Jewish friend he had left behind – the one with whom he had marked all the grammatical mistakes in an early edition of Hitler’s Mein Kampf in red ink – was serving in the German Army. He was killed by a landmine in early 1945. But it is not primarily their generation that fills the pages of this book.

I am concerned with something my father’s stories awakened in me: a search for historical empathy and understanding. The more I found myself out of sympathy with some of my subjects, the more taxing that search became. It also felt more worthwhile. It is easy to identify with noble victims, but hard to think oneself into the mind of a child plying his trade on the black market or of a girl imagining herself ready to sacrifice her own and her brother’s life on the ‘altar of the fatherland’. It is difficult to imagine what a fifteen-year-old boy thought as he guarded women waiting to be shot.

As I wondered how to recapture what it felt like to be a child under German rule in the Second World War, I felt a need to weigh what adults remembered of their childhoods against contemporary sources. How else could we know what had been retained and what forgotten? How could we know what meanings and values children had given to events at the time, or what the adult world around them had encouraged them to think? Over the last decade, I have tried to track down children’s school work, juvenile diaries, letters from evacuation camps, letters to fathers at the front, letters from reformatories and psychiatric asylums, children’s artwork in the Jewish ghetto of Theresienstadt and German villages in the Black Forest, as well as adult accounts of children’s games. Such sources are always fragmentary. They vividly illuminate some aspects of children’s activities while leaving others in the shade. They are particularly precious because they embed experiences and emotions in the form they were expressed at the time – not just as they were remembered later.

Novelists can ‘know’ things about their subjects which historians cannot. Where novelists can be certain of the emotional logic at work within their characters, the historian needs to remember the openness of real protagonists’ lives. Novelists, after all, do not need to test their intuitions against a barrage of incomplete sources. These constraints give historical understanding a different quality, and I have found myself constantly reminded that witnesses are not there simply to illustrate historians’ favourite arguments, but to make us question again what we think we know. These things matter, because otherwise we cannot give an appropriate shape to the shards of societies broken apart by their experiences of the war and Holocaust.

Much of that destruction was fully intended: the Nazis were enacting a utopian vision of German colonisation in which children would be saved and damned according to their racial value. But to reconstruct what happened to children, let alone what they experienced, is a complex and delicate task. It also involves breaking a scholarly taboo. For good reasons of empathy and moral justice, Holocaust historians have generally focused exclusively on either the victims or the perpetrators. But, as historians of Nazism have come to realise, the Holocaust permeated German society even when it remained almost entirely invisible to people like Lore Walb at the time. We cannot grasp the extent of the transformations wrought by the war upon the colonisers and the colonised unless we bring their lives and viewpoints within the same frame. Because the Third Reich shaped their lives so profoundly, children are particularly appropriate subjects for such a history. Their capacity for treating the exceptional as normal reveals how deeply Nazism reached into society, dividing them between those who were destined to rule and those who were to serve; ultimately between those who were to live and those who were to die. Children’s experiences deserve to be understood across the racial and national divides, not because of their similarities but because their extreme contrasts help us to see the Nazi social order as a whole. Children were neither just the mute and traumatised witnesses to this war, nor merely its innocent victims. They also lived in the war, played and fell in love during the war; the war invaded their imaginations and the war raged inside them.


PART ONE

THE HOME FRONT
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GERMANS AT WAR
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JANINA came out of the privy at the bottom of her grandparents’ garden on the morning of 1 September 1939 to see two planes circling overhead. The sound of their machine guns opening up brought her parents, grandparents and brothers running out of the house to join her. Then they all rushed back inside again to listen to the radio. They just caught the announcement of the German attack on Poland, which had begun at daybreak, then the voice faded away as the batteries died. ‘Grandpa turned the switch off and looked at our anguished faces,’ ten-year-old Janina noted in her diary at the end of that long day. ‘He knelt in front of the picture of Jesus Christ and started to pray aloud.’ They joined him in the Lord’s Prayer. Janina had been expecting to return with her parents from the little village of Borowa-Góra, where they had spent the summer holidays with her grandparents, to Warsaw for the start of school on 4 September, and had been happily anticipating the set of new school books they had promised to buy her. The ten-year-old knew that something momentous had just occurred, but had no images yet of war. Even those adults who had lived through the First World War in Poland could have no conception of what the second would be like.1

That September the start of the new autumn term was seriously disrupted across Europe. In Germany, schools remained closed at the end of the summer holidays and children hung around the gates to catch a glimpse of reservists as they poured in to register at these temporary mobilisation centres. In the rural calm of the Eifel, west of the Rhine, two little girls enjoyed the envy of all their friends for being allowed to stand in the village square with a bag of apples and throw them to the passing troops. Unfortunately, for many older children, like sixteen-year-old Gretel Bechtold, the excitement soon died down: the French fired no shots at the West Wall and soon she had to go back to school.2

As street lights were turned off and windows blacked out, Germany’s towns and cities were plunged into a night-time darkness they had not experienced since the pre-industrial era. In Essen, little girls started pretending to be the nightwatchman who patrolled the streets reminding people to conceal their lights by calling out ‘Blackout! Blackout!’ All too soon classes began again. Dangling gas masks and satchels over their shoulders on the way to school, many children found they had to write assignments when they got there about blacking out and other measures of civil defence against air attack. What with trams and trucks colliding in the unlit streets and pedestrians missing their footing as they stepped off the kerb, the most significant change to strike one Hamburg boy, after four months at war, was the increase in traffic accidents.3

In September 1939, there were no scenes in Germany reminiscent of the jubilation of August 1914, however short-lived and
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