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AUTHOR'S PREFACE

This is the fourth volume in my comprehensive narrative of German history from 1918 to 1945. The first two volumes in the series covered the period when Hitler led Germany from 1933 to 1945: Triumph covered the years from 1933 to 1939 and Disaster covered the period from 1940 to 1945.

The prequel The Weimar Years told the story of the rise and fall of the democratic Weimar Republic from 1918 to 1933, a period that led to the destruction of democracy and the rise of Hitler.

The fourth volume gives a year-by-year narrative of the Holocaust, the most horrific aspect of Hitler’s rule. It describes in detail the development of early persecution of Jews leading in wartime to what became known as the “Final Solution of the Jewish Question”.

Each volume in this series adopts a chronological structure, with each chapter examining a calendar year in detail.

Each book can be read as a separate volume but taken together these four books provides a comprehensive and vivid narrative of German history from 1918 to 1945.




INTRODUCTION

The term ‘Holocaust’ is commonly used to describe the attempt by Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist government to exterminate all of Europe’s Jews. The word ‘Holocaust’ is two Ancient Greek words conjoined: holos, meaning ‘completely’, and kustos, which translates to ‘burnt’. Originally, the word was linked to religious sacrifice, but Hitler’s twentieth-century Holocaust was not an article of faith. Jews use a Hebrew term for it, the Shoah, meaning ‘catastrophe’. However, it was not just Jews who were murdered by Hitler’s deadly ethnic programme. The non-Jewish victims of German genocide included people with disabilities, Roma and Sinti (once called ‘Gypsies’), Soviet prisoners of war, Poles, homosexuals, and people defined as ‘anti-social’, and political and religious opponents as Hitler sought to eliminate views or lifestyles that did not match his own.1 On 27 January every year, Holocaust Memorial Day commemorates not just Jewish deaths in the Second World War, but victims of later genocides too.

At first, Hitler hoped that Jews and other undesired elements of society would leave Germany so that he could achieve his stated ambition of a ‘racially pure’ country. But by late 1941, his aim was to kill all the Jewish people of Europe. Of the 6 million Jews who did perish, only 165,000 were born in Germany. The majority of those who were murdered were poor and powerless Jews in Eastern Europe, mostly in the German-occupied parts of Poland and the Soviet Union. And Nazi strategies spread far beyond the boundaries of extermination camps. Almost half of Jewish victims died of starvation in ghettos or were shot in face-to-face massacres. Around 95 per cent of all Jewish murders in the Holocaust occurred after the invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941. People perished in concentration camps from disease, hunger or overwork. And at the end of the war, when all hope was lost for Germany, the Holocaust continued with death marches imposed on weak and hungry survivors as they were forced to move in the face of advancing Allied forces. People died in droves, even when the Third Reich was doomed.

Hitler, who came to power as German Chancellor on 30 January 1933, was driven by ideological obsessions, manifested in his virulently antisemitic and nationalistic National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP): the Nazis. Antisemitism had been common for centuries, but Hitler claimed that his own adherence to it went back to the ‘stab in the back’ myth, which held that Germany had lost the First World War in large part because Jews had undermined the war effort and became known as the ‘November Criminals’.

In Hitler’s speeches and writings during the 1920s he promised to ‘remove’ Jews from German society and encourage them to emigrate. He defined the Jewish people in racial terms, uniting in a world-wide conspiracy to undermine national unity. This far-fetched theory was supposedly outlined in The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a forged Russian document. Hitler believed that because Jews were a stateless people (the state of Israel was not established until 1948), they sought to undermine the ‘ethnic unity’ and ‘racial purity’ of every state they inhabited. Behind every anti-patriotic force lay the ‘Eternal Jew’, he postulated, plotting and scheming to weaken the patriotic will of the population.2

Yet, Hitler’s anti-Jewish policies were not driven by ideology alone. They were the outcome of an interaction between Hitler, at the apex of the Nazi pyramid, and the views of party and state organisations below him. In the German general election of July 1932, Hitler did not highlight antisemitism but focused instead on the need to remove an unstable democracy and put an end to unemployment. He owed his appointment as Chancellor to the conservative elite. Those that brought him to power thought, optimistically, that they could contain his more extreme views.

This book will reveal how the Holocaust evolved in stages, becoming increasingly more radical and then genocidal only after the Second World War began. From 1933 to 1938, Jews in Germany were subjected to persecution, public discrimination and legal exclusion. They were removed from jobs in schools, universities, law, medicine, the civil service and much more. This legal persecution was designed to encourage Jews in Germany to emigrate, and approximately 65 per cent of them did leave between 1933 and 1939.

It was Nazi activists across Germany who took the initiative as regards Jewish persecution before the Second World War, engaging in impromptu boycotts of Jewish businesses, random acts of violence and public humiliation of Jews. The perpetrators often took the law into their own hands. In this book, it will be shown through letters, diaries and oral history how Jews responded to this persecution.

The Nuremberg Laws, enacted on 15 September 1935, came after a wave of grassroots anti-Jewish action in the localities. These new citizenship laws turned Germany’s Jews into non-citizens, laying the basis for their removal from German society. Then came the hate-filled November pogrom (9–10 November 1938), often referred to later as Kristallnacht (loosely translated as ‘Night of Broken Glass’), which represented the most terrifying example of open anti-Jewish violence in Germany before the war.

On 30 January 1939, Hitler gave a chilling speech to members of Germany’s parliament (the Reichstag), gathered in Berlin’s Kroll Opera House, in which he said it was time to ‘wrestle the Jewish world enemy to the ground’. He promised that his government was completely ‘determined to get rid of these people’, calling them ‘parasites on the German nation’. Hitler then warned that if Jews provoked another global war, he would ensure that it would end with ‘the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe’. Once the war began, Hitler kept repeating this warning, so much so that it became a certainty.

It was the outbreak of the Second World War that opened up a new and much more violent phase of anti-Jewish policy. German military victories brought many European Jews under the control of German occupation forces. After the defeat and occupation of Poland, which began on 1 September 1939, Jews were progressively imprisoned in sealed ghettos, where they lacked food, water and sanitary facilities, resulting in disease, starvation and death.

Hitler’s government considered a plan to transport all Jews to the French-ruled island of Madagascar. Franz Rademacher, head of the Jewish Department of the German Foreign Ministry, proposed this plan shortly before the defeat of France. It called for the French government to hand over control of Madagascar as part of a peace settlement. Yet, without naval superiority this plan was not feasible, and it was quietly abandoned.

The invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 opened up the most murderous and criminal phase of Jewish persecution. Behind the advancing German troops came deadly killing squads (Einsatzgruppen), who were initially ordered to kill Communist Party officials in mass shootings, but who soon started to murder Jewish men, women and children in vast numbers. This became known as the ‘Holocaust by bullets’, and it claimed 1.5 million Jewish lives.3

In July 1941, Reinhard Heydrich, a leading figure in the SS, was asked by Hermann Göring, Hitler’s deputy, to draw up an overall plan to coordinate the ‘Final Solution of the Jewish Question’. A great deal of circumstantial evidence, but no written document, suggests that sometime between June and December 1941, Hitler gave his SS chief, Heinrich Himmler, what was probably a secret verbal order to plan the murder of all the Jews of Europe. On the other hand, it is plausible to argue that Hitler left it to his key subordinates to work out the details of the murder plan. The SS administrators and their regional collaborators who carried out the Final Solution were given considerable autonomy in how they proceeded, without needing to wait for orders from Hitler.4

On 20 January 1942, senior figures in the German government and the SS met at a villa in the affluent Berlin lakeside suburb of Wannsee, at Heydrich’s invitation. They discussed procedures for the capture and transportation of all the Jews in Europe. Those Jews who were fit enough to work would be used as slave labour, while those deemed ‘unfit’ would be put to death immediately.

By the spring of 1942, the SS had established six major killing centres to fulfil the agreements made at Wannsee. SS officials who ran these camps were sworn to secrecy about the real purpose of their operation. Of all the death camps, the name ‘Auschwitz’ has become a metaphor for the Final Solution as a gruesomely efficient industrial process – although the procedures in the death camps were, in reality, often chaotic, involving a great deal of trial and error. The Germans who ran these camps had non-German collaborators, for the German SS and police functionaries needed to work with local governments and members of the local population to be able to carry out the murders.

This book does not seek to examine every single event in the history of the Nazi genocide, but, in a year by year narrative, hopes to explain how the persecution of Jews evolved first in the peacetime period from 1933 to 1939 and then in the violent wartime period of 1939 to 1945, looking at the two places in some detail where most of the Jews perished: the Soviet Union and the death camps in German-occupied Poland. It will also examine whether the Holocaust was planned or whether it evolved out of unforeseen events.
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Leaders’ conference of the NSDAP, 1930. First row, left to right: Heinrich Himmler, Wilhelm Frick, Hitler, Franz Ritter von Epp, Hermann Göring. Second row, second from the left: Joseph Goebbels. Standing behind Goebbels: Julius Streicher.
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On 2 February 1933, just three days after Hitler became German Chancellor, his Foreign Ministry received an inquiry from the Berlin correspondent of a Yiddish newspaper published in New York, the Der Morgan Zhurnal (Jewish Morning Journal). The question was: what kind of policy would be adopted by Hitler’s government towards Germany’s Jews? In reply, the Foreign Ministry stated: ‘In order to reassure the Jews of New York City, who are anxious as to the fate of the Jews of Germany, we wish to state that the German government is earnest and determined in its desire to guarantee safety and order for all its citizens and it has no intention of making any unjustified experiments.’5

Such reassurances were of little comfort to Germany’s Jews, as they knew antisemitism occupied a principal place in Hitler’s ideology, and it featured prominently in the published programme of his National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, NSDAP), which had promised to implement a number of anti-Jewish policies. Point 4 insisted that ‘Only members of the nation may be citizens of the state. Only those of German blood, whatever their creed may be members of the nation.’ Point 5 added that ‘Non-citizens may live in Germany only as guests and must be subject to laws for aliens’, while Point 6 asserted that ‘The right to vote on state’s government and legislation shall be enjoyed by the citizens of the state alone.’ Point 8 stated: ‘All non-German immigration must be prevented. We demand that all non-Germans who entered Germany after 2 August 1914 shall be required to leave forthwith.’ Point 23 addressed freedom of speech, demanding that control of the press ‘be solely in the hands of Germans’.6

Yet, Jewish people were woven into the fabric of German cultural, social and economic life ever since Jews in the German Empire had received full emancipation in 1871. In 1933, 525,000 German-born Jews were living in Germany, making up 0.76 per cent of the population, with 144,000 alone living in Berlin. Many had integrated and assimilated into German society. Between 1881 and 1933, 19,469 of Germany’s Jews renounced their faith and converted to Protestantism. Many more had demonstrated allegiance to the state during the First World War, when 100,000 Jews volunteered to fight, with 30,000 of them receiving bravery awards and 12,000 being killed.

The rate of intermarriage between German Jews and German Christians had also increased rapidly over time. In 1905, 15 per cent of German Jews were married to non-Jews. By 1933, this figure had increased to 44 per cent. Jewish assimilation in Germany progressed faster than in any other European nation. Assimilated German Jews became indistinguishable from non-Jews in speech, dress and lifestyles. ‘I suspect if someone had asked my father or mother in 1931: “What are you?” they would have said “German”’, recalls Claus Moser, the son of a Jewish banker.7

A few pressure groups represented Jewish interests, most notably the Central Association of German Citizens of Jewish Fath, the National League of Jewish Front Line Veterans and the League of German Jews. All these groups were patriotic and German in outlook, underplaying their Jewish identity. The most influential of them was the Central Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith (Centralverein deutscher Staatsbürger jüdischen Glaubens, CV), established in 1893. This group emphasised the desire of German Jews to be accepted as loyal German citizens. During the 1920s, membership of the CV stood at 70,000. The biggest competitor to the CV’s view of what it meant to be a Jew in Germany was the Zionist Federation of Germany (Zionistiche Vereinigung für Deutschland, ZVfD), representing a small minority of German Jews. This organisation, with a membership of up to 10,000, supported the idea of a Jewish state in Palestine (as insinuated in the 1917 Balfour declaration), and stressed a more assertive and proud Jewish identity.8

For all his antisemitism, Hiter’s priorities on receiving the chancellorship in 1933 were his promises to restore national unity and reduce unemployment, and his plans to terminate democracy. At the first meeting of the Cabinet on 30 January, he asked his colleagues for support at this tough time. On the next day, he gained their agreement to hold a new national election on 5 March, at which the coalition government would seek an absolute majority to pass an Enabling Act in the Reichstag, which would suspend parliamentary government.9

On 1 February 1933, Hitler delivered his ‘Appeal to the German Nation’ live on national radio. There was no mention at all of the so-called Jewish Question as he had other ‘enemies’ in his sights for the time being. Hitler argued that Germany’s current problems were primarily caused by the country’s defeat in the First World War and the deeply unstable politics of the Weimar Republic. For Hitler, it was the Communists who had ripped Germany apart, and now he vowed to end ‘the Communist menace’.10 Consequently, there was no immediate fear of persecution in the Jewish community, except perhaps for those of them on the political left. On 2 February, the orthodox Jewish newspaper, Der Israelit (The Israelite), commented:


We do not subscribe to the view that Herr Hitler and his friends, now finally in possession of the power they have desired for so long will… suddenly divest German Jews of their constitutional rights, lock them away in race ghettos, or subject them to the avaricious and murderous impulses of the mob. They not only cannot do this because of many other crucial factors, ranging from the Reich president to some of the political parties affiliated with them, but they also clearly do not want to go to this route.11



Hitler’s election campaign, which adopted the slogan ‘Attack on Marxism’, was accompanied by street violence. The unruly and uncontrollable Stormtroopers (Sturmabteilung, SA) and the SS (Schutzstaffel, literally ‘protection units’) firstly targeted members of the German Communist Party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, KPD) and Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD). On 22 February, Hermann Göring, the acting Prussian Minister of the Interior, enrolled 50,000 men from the SA, SS and the paramilitary association Stalheim (Steel Helmet) to act as ‘auxiliary policemen’ in Prussia, the largest German state, which accounted for more than one in six of Germany’s population and greater than 60 per cent of its territory.12 In effect, Göring was giving free rein to the very people who were disrupting law and order. Police officers, many of whom were unsympathetic to Nazism, were often intimidated by the SA.13

Stormtroopers now had the opportunity to settle old scores with their hated left-wing opponents. They broke up the meetings of the KPD and the SPD, often sealing off working-class districts in military-style operations. On 24 February, a mob of SA men raided the five-storey Karl Liebknecht House on Berlin’s Bülowplatz, the headquarters of the KPD, on the pretext of preventing a Communist uprising. They seized supposedly ‘treasonous’ documents, laying out plans for the burning down of government buildings and political assassinations. The KPD had not yet been banned, but its normal electioneering activities were so severely disrupted that it might as well have been. A few days later, the Nazi swastika went up over the building. In a further act of humiliation for the Communists, the building was renamed after SA martyr Horst Wessel, who had been shot in 1930 by two KPD members: he had died later in hospital after contracting sepsis and became an enduring focus for propaganda, inspiring a popular song recounting his supposed heroism.14

At the end of February, the Reichstag building, seat of the German parliament, was set on fire. This was the decisive event on the path to Hitler’s dictatorship. It began a never-ending historical debate on who was responsible.15 The person charged with the crime was Marinus van der Lubbe, an unemployed working-class Dutch Communist, who was apprehended by police inside the burning building. Many people felt that the blaze must have been engineered by the Nazis, with van der Lubbe a convenient scapegoat, but Göring lost no time in placing the blame on the KPD. He ordered the police to round up KPD leaders and thousands of its rank-and-file members. The view that van der Lubbe acted alone still predominates among historians, but the advantages to Hitler’s government of the Reichstag fire were huge, and the leading Nazis were not at all unhappy at how events transpired. As Joseph Goebbels put it: ‘Everyone was beaming. This was just what we needed.’16
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Seizure of the Karl Liebknecht house in Berlin, 1933.
[image: A sepia-toned visual shows a large, ornate building with smoke billowing from its roof and upper levels. Several people stand in the foreground, silhouetted against the lighter background, observing the scene.]
Reichstag Fire, 1933.
Immediately afterwards, Germany’s ageing President Hindenburg signed the Decree of the Reich President for the Protection of People and State, which suspended key civil rights previously guaranteed by the Weimar Constitution, including free speech, a free press, the right to assemble, imprisonment without trial, and the privacy of mail correspondence and telephone calls. It also gave Wilhelm Frick, the Interior Minister, the power to seize control of any local state government that was unable to keep order. This decree provided Hitler with the legal basis for the conquest of the Weimar Republic and its swift transformation into a dictatorship.17

On 3 March, Göring gave a speech in Frankfurt am Main, putting the Stormtroopers on alert for a violent crackdown on the Left: ‘The attack will not be conducted in a bourgeois manner and with bourgeois timidity.’ Legal considerations would have no place: ‘I am not here to think about justice. I am here to destroy and exterminate, nothing less.’ He promised the Social Democrats and Communists a ‘fight to the death in which I will grab your necks with my fists’18.

Violence against the Left now escalated dramatically. Countless attacks by SA gangs wounded and killed many victims. Communist newspapers were closed. On 3 March, Ernst Thälmann, the KPD leader, was taken into ‘protective custody’ where he was kept in solitary confinement, frequently interrogated and often beaten. He managed to smuggle out detailed descriptions of his treatment: ‘They ordered me to take off my underpants and then two men grabbed me by the back of the neck… A uniformed Gestapo officer with a whip of hippopotamus hide in his hand then beat my buttocks with measured strokes. Driven wild with pain I repeatedly screamed at the top of my lungs.’19 For years afterwards, Thälmann was held in prisons and concentration camps, until he was shot dead, at Hitler’s orders, in Buchenwald concentration camp on 18 August 1944.20

The exact number of victims resulting from the Nazi purge of the Left is difficult to calculate. Up to 130,000 were incarcerated during 1933, with up to 1,000 killed. The victims, overwhelmingly male, were brought to the various illegal concentration camps that mushroomed in the larger German cities. Beer halls, gymnasiums, youth hostels, derelict warehouses and factories were all converted into torture cellars. In Berlin alone, there were up to 240 places where the Stormtroopers and SS conducted beatings, torture and murder.

Inside these places, prisoners rarely had beds, food or running water. In many cases, those who were held suffered degrading practices, including being forced to spit on pictures of Communist leaders, to drink their own urine, to shout antisemitic slogans, and to endure numerous beatings: the bloodcurdling screams were often audible to people living nearby. Doctors in local hospitals found themselves confronted with battered victims, barely recognisable and often beyond medical care. The aim of this orgy of violence was to ensure that left-wing activists would retreat from political activity.21 There are few records indicating that German public opinion opposed the brutality. It seems that many former centrist and right-wing party supporters welcomed the National Socialists’ suppression of the Left; but silence on the part of others was, in many cases, a consequence of their fear of becoming victims of Nazi terror themselves.22

The German general election took place on 5 March 1933. It was a farce, as left-wing parties had not been able to conduct meetings during the last week of the campaign. Horace Rumbold, the British Ambassador, drove through the streets of Berlin on election day, noticing Nazi and nationalist flags flying, but not a single Republican flag.23

When the votes were counted, they showed that the Nazi Party had secured 43.9 per cent of the vote, up by 10.8 per cent on the November 1932 election, bringing them an extra 5.5 million votes. This gave the Nazi Party an additional 92 seats in the Reichstag, giving them 288 in total. There had been a huge turnout of 88.8 per cent. The votes of the two left-wing parties, the KPD and SPD, held up surprisingly well. The SPD secured 18.2 per cent, down by only 2.1 per cent. The KPD polled 12.3 per cent, down by 4.6 per cent. Given the extraordinary violence and intimidation suffered by the Left during the election campaign, this was a remarkable result.

The German National People’s Party (Deutschnationale Volkspartei, DNVP), who were Hitler’s coalition partners, won 7.9 per cent of the vote, with no gain in seats. Overall, the election gave Hitler’s coalition government 51.9 per cent of seats, meaning it still needed the votes of the Catholic Centre Party (Zentrum) to pass the Enabling Act on 23 March, by a vote of 444 for and 94 against. The 81 elected KPD members, now banned from serving in the Reichstag, were unable to take part in the vote.

This piece of legislation, whose official title was the Law to Remedy the Distress of People and Reich, gave Hitler full legislative and executive powers to enforce laws without the need for the involvement of the Reichstag or the President. By shutting down parliament, Hitler had turned the Reichstag into a rubber stamp for his own decisions. The destruction of the labour movement was completed on 2 May, with the banning of independent trade unions and their replacement by a Nazi puppet trade union, the German Labour Front (Deutsche Arbeitsfront, DAF). On 14 July, the Law Against the Establishment of Political Parties decreed that the NSDAP was now the only legal political party in Germany.24

Four months earlier, on 11 March 1933, Hitler had secured Cabinet approval for the creation of a Reich Ministry for Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda, and two days later Joseph Goebbels was appointed to lead it. ‘What a journey,’ Goebbels noted in his diary, ‘A government minister at the age of 35. Hard to believe. I have Hitler to thank.’ With the creation of this ministry, Hitler added a vital new instrument for influencing the public and for carrying out a purge of left-wingers and Jews in cultural life.25

In the days that followed the 5 March elections, the NSDAP seized power in all of Germany’s regional states. The process was similar everywhere: the local Nazi Gauleiter (Leader of a Gau, ‘Region’) would demand that a Nazi be appointed as police president, then Stormtroopers would occupy government buildings. A Nazi leadership would take power and a swastika flag would be raised up on public buildings. With the Second Law for the Coordination of the Länder [German states] with the Reich (7 April), the sovereignty of individual German states was decisively undermined, as their power transferred to Reich Commissioners appointed by the central government.26

In the vanguard of this violent and sadistic ‘revolution from below’ were the Stormtroopers, who now instigated a reign of
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Members of the Sturmabteilung blocking the entrance to a store in Berlin during the 1 April 1933 boycott of Jewish businesses.

















[image: A Nighttime photo shows a Nazi book burning, with flames consuming piles of books in the foreground. A large crowd gives the Nazi salute as uniformed officers and civilians stand watching the fire.]
Nazi book burning, 1933.
















[image: Black-and-white photo of a cabaret performance. A woman in a long dress spreads a colorful cape with abstract designs, while a man in a tuxedo stands beside her against a decorated stage backdrop.]
Theatre performance of the cabaret Allotria by the Jewish Cultural Association, Berlin, 1938.
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Prisoners during a roll call at Dachau concentration camp, 1933-34.
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The Haavara Agreement, 1933.
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