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Acclaim for Richard Chesnoff and Pack of Thieves

“The first comprehensive expose of the network of theft and cloaking employed by the Nazis, their collaborators, the neutrals—and even the Allies—to steal billions from the Jews of Europe before, during, and after the Holocaust. An electrifying book that could only have been written by an international journalist of Richard Chesnoff’s stature.”

—Edgar Bronfman, World Jewish Congress

“If one had to summarize this book in one word, that word would be relentless. Chesnoff’s mission here is to show us, in excruciating detail, how the Nazis not only made a science of killing the Jews but of robbing them as well, and how the better part of Europe joined in the plunder.”

—The Hartford Courant

“The stories Chesnoff describes of Jewish survivors returning to discover strangers living in their homes, even wearing their clothes, only to be snubbed by bureaucrats, are chilling. In Chesnoff’s roll of dishonour, no European nation escapes.”

—The Sunday Times (London)

“By any measure, it was the heist of this or any other century.… Chesnoff leavens his narrative with several personal stories that poignantly register the enormity of the individual losses.”

—Toronto Globe and Mail

“Pack of Thieves is a good way to start an ulcer bleeding. It’s not that we didn’t know it. But here is the documentation, the figures, the anecdotes of camp survivors going back to homes taken by neighbors and not returned, of life insurance unpaid, of recompense for slave labor ignored.… Let everyone know what Mr. Chesnoff has reported: what happened where, and at whose hands, and to whose benefit.”

—Anne Roiphe, New York Observer

“Gripping.… A tale of legalised theft on an epic scale, of offers that cannot be refused.… Not a pretty story but a well told one.”

—Daily Mail (London)

“Pack of Thieves includes many countries, and brings alive the injustice of the plunder by telling the personal stories of the individuals who were victimized.… It is important to read Pack of Thieves. Perhaps it will open the door to justice in the future among ethnic groups of the global universe.”

—Professor Yaffa Eliach,                         
author of There Once Was a Village and
creator of the Tower of Life,                 
U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum        
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If there is no justice, there is no peace.

—BAHYA BEN ASHER, thirteenth-century kabbalist, Kad Hakemach




Both are thieves, the receiver as well as the stealer.

—PHOCYLIDES, sixth-century B.C.E. poet, Moral Epigrams
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his children and his children’s children




Introduction

This is a book about justice for victims. This is also a book about the evils of hatred and greed, about the maelstrom of deceit and injustice that swallows people who allow their basic human compassion and decency to be overwhelmed by an all too willing embrace of avarice and noncaring.

For ideological Nazis and devoted anti-Semites, stealing from the Jews of Europe was a vital step in the historic crusade to “Aryanize” the world. It was a totally normal stage in what they perceived as a totally reasonable “Final Solution.” “In the Nazi mind,” says Harvard University’s Daniel Goldhagen, author of Hitler’s Willing Executioners, “depriving Jews of anything and everything they had worked for, then further pauperizing them by denying them a means of livelihood was part of the punishment the Jews ‘deserved.’ ”

Yet not all those who joined the pack of thieves that howled through Europe were pure ideological Nazis. For many, running alongside the raucous bandwagon of Hitler’s National Socialist crusade was simply a means of enriching themselves at the expense of the Jews—from the wealthiest Warburgs and Rothschilds to the poorest of the shtetl and urban Jews who made up the predominant number of Holocaust victims. Certainly not all the predators were Germans or Austrians. There were Frenchmen and Dutchmen, Norwegians and Czechs, Belgians and Slovaks, Lithuanians, Poles, Estonians, Hungarians, Romanians, Croats, and Bosnians. In every nation of Europe where the genocidal Nazi machine dragged Jews away to their death, there were upstanding local citizens waiting to loot what was left behind—art dealers in Paris, hotelkeepers in Budapest, stockbrokers in Amsterdam, grocers in Lyons, department-store owners in Brussels, manufacturers in Oslo, peasant farmers and housewives from Latvia to Transylvania, and everywhere bankers, lawyers, and financiers—all barely able to contain themselves at the prospect of picking at the bones of their Jewish neighbors.

The evil continued well beyond the destruction of the Third Reich and the end of Europe’s World War II. Newly liberated nations like France and the Netherlands conveniently absorbed into their own governmental coffers much of what remained from Nazi loot. Few made any intense effort—or any effort at all—to find the heirs of victims.

Nor was it only the conquering and conquered who took advantage of the slaughter years that decimated European Jewry. A lofty policy of neutrality enabled the national and private financiers of Switzerland, Sweden, Portugal, Spain, Argentina, and other non-combatants to trade with both Axis and Allies and reap enormous profits in the process—not the least of them from the laundering of the tons of gold the Nazis had looted from the vaults of the nations they conquered or torn from the ring fingers and teeth of the victims they slaughtered.

The Allies were also far less than faultless. In the wake of the war, and in an eagerness to win and keep postwar power, they turned a blind eye to justice not only for the victims who died but for those who survived to live under stifling clouds of anguished memory and physical suffering.

This book is not intended to be an encyclopedic record of what was arguably the greatest theft in history. Indeed, not every nation guilty of sins of omission and commission is detailed here; I have focused only on those whose actions make them major players in this sad drama. Nor is this book a definitive record of what was stolen and what was withheld—or even of the unpaid earnings of the hundreds of thousands who slaved in forced labor. The attempt to track all those billions in total loot continues and may never be completed because so much evidence has already been destroyed, so many witnesses have died or are dying.

Nor is this book intended to be a purely academic work. I would like to think that my five years of work on it reflect whatever reporting talents I have developed in three and a half decades as a working journalist. But while I believe that this book is authoritative and accurate, in the end it is a journalist’s report—an attempt to provide as wide an audience as possible with some sense of the massive injustice that was spawned by the worst single crime of this century: the Holocaust.

Why has justice been so long in coming? Why has it taken half a century to raise what now seem like such obvious questions: What happened to the billions stolen from Europe’s Jews? What was the complicity in the plunder by the nations occupied by or collaborating with the Nazis? How truly neutral were the neutrals? Did the West do enough to seek redress for the survivors?

As with most reconsiderations of history, there is no single reason behind the urge for total recall that has captured world headlines in recent years. The enormity of the Nazis’ crimes makes it impossible ever to truly close this savage chapter of history. And the Holocaust will always haunt our memories—as well it should. But the passage of time, as well as political changes, has recently opened troves of long-hidden or long-ignored documents in both America and Europe.

The paper trail has led to as many new and embarrassing questions as it has to answers to old ones—not only about how Jewish property was disposed of but also about how the neutrals played financial footsie with the Nazis, trading gold and diamonds for cash and supplies that helped keep the Nazi war machine rolling for as much as two years longer than it might have. The new transparency has sparked an unprecedented soul-searching even among the hitherto self-righteous. Switzerland is still in the throes of no fewer than three investigative commissions, and the United States, Canada, Sweden, Norway, the Netherlands, France, Belgium, Spain, Portugal, Argentina, and Hungary—not to name all—have launched individual investigations into their own dealings with the Nazis and their handling of stolen or unclaimed Jewish assets.

In great measure, says scholar Saul Friedlander, author of Nazi Germany and the Jews, “the continuing thirst for the truth about the Nazi horrors is a reaction to the silence on the subject that reigned during the first two postwar decades. For years the subject was almost taboo. No one was interested.”

Indeed, scholars such as Raul Hilberg and Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel had difficulty finding publishers for their earliest works. The world, caught up in a Cold War battle against communism, had little time to dwell on battles seemingly won and feared losing new allies. Ghetto and concentration-camp survivors, still terrorized by the horrors they had witnessed and often feeling guilty that they had survived, had little appetite for anything but a desperate, usually futile search for other survivors. Many, like the father of Dutch economics professor Victor Halberstadt, hidden during the war by Christians, returned to their prewar home to find gentile families living in their place, using their household goods. “My father simply turned his back and walked away to rebuild his life,” he says.

Others feared that merely asking for what had been theirs would trigger new anti-Semitism. The fear was not ungrounded. Only 10 percent of Poland’s prewar Jewish population of 3.4 million survived, but those who dared return to their kindred worlds were sometimes greeted with anger, hatred, and even violence. In the two years after the Nazis were chased from Poland, 2,500 Jews died at the hands of Poles.

Those who did seek to recover lost property found themselves rebuffed by officials who claimed no knowledge or by robotic bank clerks who asked for unproducible evidence such as death certificates from Auschwitz. Some bureaucrats systematically hid the facts and records. “The Swiss stonewalled for more than fifty years,” says World Jewish Congress secretary general Israel Singer, himself the son of Holocaust escapees. But Switzerland’s banks were not alone.

American Jews were no more eager to rock the postwar boat. Activists were concerned with rehabilitating displaced persons, with the birth and securing of Israel, with freeing Soviet Jews; others were concerned simply with “fitting in.” There was little time or inclination to push for comprehensive restitution from the rebuilding nations of Europe.

All that has changed over the past five years. A more secure generation of Jews has finally demanded a historic reckoning. For the estimated 600,000 aging Holocaust survivors in the world—including some 60,000 in Eastern Europe who have never received restitution payments from anyone—it is a last opportunity to seek some justice, to write the final chapter and live out their lives in some degree of dignity. And the spirit of reexamining the past encompasses a new generation of non-Jews as well, Europeans and Americans who are seeking to come to terms with the actions and inaction of their elders. It was a young non-Jewish Norwegian journalist whose reporting launched a parliamentary investigation into his country’s ignoble failure after the war to return most of what the Quisling regime had stolen from Norway’s tiny Jewish community. It was a duo of non-Jewish Dutch historians who traced the cloaking of Nazi assets by Swedish banks. And while it was international pressure that finally forced Switzerland to face up to its shameful World War II game, it is young Swiss who have asked what their grandparents and parents did while Switzerland enriched itself laundering Nazi loot and turned away more than 30,000 Jews, most of whom ended up in Nazi death camps.

On a personal note, I am of that fortunate generation of American Jews who grew up surrounded by shadows of the Holocaust but not directly affected by it. My family left Europe long ago; Henry Zeltner, my maternal great-grandfather, arrived in New York on the eve of the Civil War. Until recently, when I serendipitously discovered a Viennese-born branch of my family, I knew of no relative who perished in Auschwitz, no blood relative uprooted and disenfranchised by the haters and the avaricious. But the Holocaust and its victims have been etched in my consciousness since childhood. This is my attempt to add a voice to the cry for some justice for them.

In French-Jewish writer Marek Halter’s prizewinning film Tzedek (“The Righteous”) a Bosnian-Muslim woman who risked Nazi death by hiding two Jewish families during the war says that “compassion knows no fear.” So it is with facing up to history—no matter how ugly, no matter how soul-searing. Facing up to history is what this book is all about.
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Germany

The Plunder Plot


I would not want to be a Jew in Germany.

—Reichsmarschall HERMANN GÖRING



Berlin’s main boulevard was not the best place for a young Jewish boy to be on the morning of November 10, 1938. But to the crowds that quietly packed the Kurfürstendamm the day after Kristallnacht, the thirteen-year-old, blond-haired, blue-eyed youth in short pants and knee socks seemed the perfect “Aryan.” Six decades later, Michael Blumenthal still remembers every detail of the Nazis’ infamous orgy of anti-Semitic destruction and looting. “I have never forgotten the sight,” says the Holocaust survivor who went on to become an American Secretary of the Treasury. “Every Jewish store had been wrecked, glass from shop windows littered the sidewalks, … and from the direction of the major synagogue on the Fasanstrasse I could see rising clouds of smoke.… No one helped. People just stared. There was a kind of strange silence.”

For Adolf Hitler and his most willing executioners, Jews were a cancer on society, a malignancy that had to be surgically but brutally excised with no anesthesia: The Jews of the world, declared Hitler, are “vermin.”

But for the Führer and the clique of officers and technicians who helped him mastermind the mechanics of the Holocaust, Jews—particularly Europe’s Jews—represented much more: They were also a golden cow to be milked dry and eventually melted down for the greater glory and profit not only of the Reich but of those who fanatically supported it.

This state plunder was part and parcel of a coalescent ideology of exclusions, expropriation, and finally extermination. And in that wicked process of exclude and annihilate, the Reich managed to amass many of the multimillions needed to finance the brutal war it launched in 1939 and fought to defeat in May of 1945.

Germany’s program of economic exclusion of the Jews, and individual Nazi profiting from that exclusion, developed in overlapping stages. In early 1933, during the first days of the Hitler regime, it was Germany’s Communists—not necessarily its Jews—who became prime targets of Hitler’s goon squads. In the aftermath of the February 27 Reichstag Fire, almost 10,000 German Communist Party members were rounded up and shipped to the newly opened concentration camps. Only after the Nazis had consolidated their power did they launch the first steps in what was to be their systematic dehumanization and isolation of the country’s half million Jews.

The process was called Arisierung—Aryanization—the elimination of Jews from all aspects of German life. Though cloaked in racist ideology, its fulcrum was pragmatic: the systematic transfer of Jewish-owned businesses, factories, shops, and any other economic enterprise from the hands of the Jews who had built them to Aryan-German ownership. Marked by extortion and outright plunder, it would be a hallmark of Nazi rule in Germany and in the nations the Reich occupied during the six dark years it held sway over Europe.

“It was a way to dehumanize, to isolate and destroy,” says Nobel Prize-winning scholar and author Elie Wiesel. “It appealed to one of man’s basest desires: greed.”

Indeed, by early March 1933, swastika-armbanded squads of storm troopers had already begun a series of organized attacks mainly on East European Jews living in Germany. By March 13, they had begun forcibly closing Jewish shops—promoting first boycotts, then looting. Though initially limited to smaller provincial communities, the violence soon spread to cities. In the eastern town of Breslau (now Wroclaw, Poland), Jewish lawyers and even judges were attacked in the local courthouse and brutally beaten. In Munich, bands of S.A. (Sturmabteilung—“storm troopers”) men tore the beards off the faces of Orthodox Jews.

Larry Orbach of New Jersey, then five years old and called Lothar, recalls how, as the Nazis rose to power, his father was forced to sell their general store in the tiny Pomeranian village of Falkenberg. “The same people who had once shared tables in the local pub with my father were now swaggering around in brown shirts. Our store was boycotted, our windows smashed. And there was no one to complain to.”

Compelled to liquidate at a fraction of the shop’s value, the Orbachs abandoned Falkenberg, where the family had lived for three centuries, and moved to Berlin, where they sought refuge with relatives. Orbach’s father, Arnold—a bemedaled World War I veteran—found work as a salesman for a textile company; the young Orbach began school. But the respite would be short-lived.

By the spring, cemeteries were desecrated and synagogues were torched in provincial towns. Elsewhere in Europe, as well as in America, Nazi “hooliganism” began to provoke public protests. And it was these protests that became the pretext Hitler needed for his national boycott of all Jewish businesses and shops. The first, scheduled for April 1, 1933, was personally planned by Hitler and coordinated by his most notorious Jew baiter—propagandist and SA general Julius Streicher.

Streicher posted squads of Nazi bullies in front of Jewish businesses, covering shop windows with anti-Semitic slogans and bullying clients who dared to enter. Jews unlucky enough to be caught on the street were often severely beaten.

Yet ugly as this first Nazi boycott was, the public responded to it with a degree of indifference. In fact, the boycott had only middling success and support—not out of any moral outrage but because most Germans simply needed their Jewish businesses and found it inconvenient to have to pass by shops and firms with which they had done business for generations. Besides, as historian Saul Friedlander points out in his monumental Nazi Germany and the Jews, “it became increasingly clear to Hitler himself that Jewish economic life was not to be openly interfered with, at least as long as the German economy was still in a precarious situation.”

As a result, while the Reich quickly placed boycott pressures on smaller Jewish-owned firms and shops like the Orbachs’, large Jewish businesses—such as Hamburg’s Warburg Bank and other major banking firms—were left alone. At the highest levels of the German economy, notes Friedlander, “the attitude toward extortion of the Jews [was] still negative because the enterprises involved had higher international visibility. The Nazis decided, therefore, to avoid any head-on clash.”

The Jewish-owned Tietz department-store chain, with thousands of employees, even received a government loan, a loan personally approved by the Führer himself. The powerful Dresdener Bank still had five Jewish directors as late as 1938. And for the first two years of Hitler’s judenrein policies, three Jews remained on the German Central Bank’s eight-member board. Ironically, when Reichsbank president Hjalmar Schacht was named Hitler’s Minister of the Economy, Jews were among those who signed the proclamation appointing Hans Luther to replace him. This selective Aryanization extended to several large companies. IG Farben, the chemical-industrial giant one of whose companies would later produce the Zyklon-B gas used to kill millions of Jews, retained key Jewish executives throughout most of the thirties—albeit many of them conveniently transferred to assignments outside Germany.

This strange calm was brief. The total exclusion of Jews from German society—especially their segregation from its economic life—was simply too central to Nazi policy to be indefinitely postponed. By 1934, Schacht began insisting that all German bank boards dismiss their Jewish directors.

The process of economic ostracism eventually touched German Jewry’s “aristocrats.” Like several other of his prominent “coreligionists,” Max Warburg, the high-profile banker and respected communal leader, at first suggested considerable economic accommodation with the Nazis. To no avail. Warburg, scion of what was arguably Germany’s most prominent Jewish family and once eagerly sought after by other German economic barons, now found himself forced from one board after another. At 1936 ceremonies marking his departure from the executive board of the Hamburg-Amerika Line, most of Warburg’s Aryan colleagues remained loudly silent. None among them wished to be seen offering him a toast, a gesture that would have been viewed as more than politically incorrect by the Gestapo. So the crusty Warburg sarcastically delivered his own corporate eulogy: “And now I would like to wish you, dear Herr Warburg, a calm old age, good luck and many blessings to your family.”1

Thus commenced the systematic exclusion of Jews from Germany’s economic life—the prelude to the theft of the fruits of their labors, begun in earnest in 1935 after the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws—themselves reflections of medieval Catholic canon law. Universities were closed to Jewish students. Jewish professors and teachers were dismissed from all but Jewish schools. The small number of Jews serving in the German civil service—about 5,000, or less than .5 percent of the total government personnel—were summarily fired. And while 70 percent of the 4,585 Jewish lawyers practicing in Germany were allowed to continue working with Jewish clients, they were ejected from the National Association of Lawyers and treated as pariahs by most of their gentile colleagues. As attorney Fritz Feuchtwanger, who emigrated to Palestine in 1937 recalled, “We worked under a boycott of fear.”

Eventually all German-Jewish lawyers were disbarred by the Reich. Anti-Semitic restrictions stretched into every facet of life. Jews were forbidden from working the land or owning farms. Jewish musicians were dismissed by their orchestras, actors and directors by film studios and theaters. Jewish boxers were expelled from the National Boxing Association and forbidden to fight non-Jews. Shops were regularly surrounded by Gestapo thugs who threatened and dissuaded Aryan customers from entering by shouting, “Deutsche, kauft nicht bei Juden!”—“Germans, don’t buy from Jews!” All Aryans—first women, then men—were warned not to see Jewish doctors. Medical billings by Jewish physicians were reimbursed by insurance companies only if the patients were Jews. In time, Jewish doctors were barred from any practice. It was a concerted, inexorable campaign of exclusion.

Few voices were raised in protest. With a handful of notable exceptions, Germany’s church leaders, Catholic and Protestant, said or did nothing. Some even preached support for the economic and cultural ethnic cleansing. These laws, wrote the official Catholic Klerusblatt, are “indisputable safeguards for the qualitative make-up of the German people.” The measures against the Jews, declared Bishop Otto Dibelius, general superintendent of the Evangelical Church, “were perfectly justified.” And in a proclamation issued by the Evangelical Church, thanked “the Lord God” for having given the German people “a pious and trusty overlord.”

Amazingly, Nazi anti-Semitism provoked little panic among German Jews. In 1933, fewer than 38,000 of Germany’s 525,000 Jews chose to read the writing on the wall and leave Germany voluntarily. In the four years that followed, fewer than 100,000 more chose exile—tragic testimony to an overwhelmingly delusional German-Jewish conviction that Hitler and Nazism were merely a “passing madness.”

“Those were my father’s precise words”, recalls eighty-year-old Maria Bamberger, now a New Yorker but then a young Berlin Zionist. “My sister Eva and I tried to convince him that we should all leave for Palestine.” But Dr. Walter Weinberg, who would later flee to London, insisted, “Girls, this is passing madness; the German people will never put up with it.”

“They could not grasp it,” explains Saul Friedlander. “Most expected to weather the storm.”

Still others who might have considered departing were frightened away by the enormous economic cost of emigration—not to mention the scarcity of visas from countries to go to. Jewish-owned property could be sold only at increasingly lower prices. And while the Reich maintained that it was eager to be rid of its Jews, transferring whatever was left of their funds overseas became more and more expensive. The emigration tax on “capital flight,” already high, had been raised by the Nazis. And waiting did not make it less expensive. With each month of the Nazi regime, prices dropped on Jewish property—both personal and communal, and especially in rural areas. In December 1935, the Austrian Reichspost gleefully reported from Germany that an “Aryan” farmer in Franconia was able to purchase an abandoned synagogue for 700 marks and convert it to grain storage. By the same year, in certain areas of central Germany, 40 to 50 percent of all Jewish businesses had been liquidated.

As if that were not bad enough, exchange rates offered for the purchase of foreign currency became progressively lower. Until 1935, emigrating Jews were entitled to exchange their Reichsmark at 50 percent of their face value. It then dropped to 30 and finally, on the eve of the war, to 4 percent.

Those who dared to smuggle funds out of the country welcomed Switzerland’s new banking laws. Promulgated in 1934 largely to attract German-Jewish capital, they ensured total secrecy through numbered accounts. More than half a century later, the fate of many of those accounts would provide Switzerland with a staggering historical and ethical dilemma.

The onslaught of economic restrictions on Jews also produced one of the more bizarre—if one of the few effective—negotiations between the Jews and their worst enemies. Eager to crush what promised to be a worldwide Jewish boycott of Germany, and to encourage Jewish emigration from the Reich, the Nazis enthusiastically agreed to an exchange deal that became known as the Haavara (Hebrew for transfer) Agreement. Signed in August 1933 between representatives of the German Ministry of the Economy and Zionist organizations from Germany and Palestine, Haavara quite simply facilitated the export to Palestine of goods and products produced in Nazi Germany against the assets of German-Jewish emigrants. All told, at least 100 million Reichsmark were transferred to Palestine under the system. They provided seed money for the 60,000 German Jews who settled in the British-controlled mandate between 1933 and 1939.

Haavara was controversial, to say the least. Some Jewish leaders in Europe and America, eager to pariahize the Nazi regime, vehemently objected to any cooperation with Hitler’s Germany. Haavara, declared New York’s Rabbi Stephen Wise, was “an aberration.” But the Zionists and the Jewish community of Palestine, anxious to attract the well educated and often well-to-do Jews of Germany to the embryonic Jewish homeland, argued that dancing with the devil was better than allowing Hitler to rob German Jews of everything that they had worked for. Besides, they argued with some justification, the chances of an effective boycott of Germany were slim at best.

The symbiotic accord between Zionists and Nazis was ofttimes surreal. Zionist leaders like Socialist Moshe Beilinson and the German-born Arthur Ruppin paid semiofficial visits to the Reich. Ruppin was even received by the Nazi theoretician Hans Günther, who patronizingly told him that “the Jews were not inferior to the Aryans, merely different.” In fact, while the Nazis feared that the creation of a Jewish state would strengthen Jewish world power, some Nazi theoreticians voiced a grudging approval of Zionism as an expression of the need to segregate Jews from the rest of society.

For their part, the Germans sent their own strange delegations to the Jewish homeland. In early 1933, Baron Leopold von Mildenstein, who would later become chief of the Jewish sections of Reinhard Heydrich’s SS intelligence operation, Sicherheitsdienst (SD), toured Palestine in the company of Kurt Tuchler, a leader of the Berlin Jewish community. According to Israeli author Tom Segev, the Germans even cast a special medallion to mark the occasion—a medallion with both a swastika and a Star of David. Most sinister was the one-day visit to Palestine in the fall of 1937 by two other leading figures from the SD’s Jewish sector—Herbert Hagen and his devoted deputy, Adolf Eichmann. Eichmann’s conclusion: The establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine was not in the interests of the Third Reich.

Nonetheless, the Haavara Agreement remained in place until a few months before war was declared in 1939.

Nazi propaganda played on populist anti-Semitism. Non-Jews were constantly reminded that the well-educated, motivated Jews of Germany, who formed just under 1 percent of the national population, were “abnormally” represented by much greater percentages in many professions, as well as in commerce. Five percent of all German writers, theatrical personalities, and journalists were believed to be Jews. At least 10 percent of doctors and dentists were Jews, as were 16 percent of all practicing lawyers. Among bankers, the figure was as high as 17 percent in 1929. Moreover, 25 percent of the nation’s retail stores—and 79 percent of its department stores—belonged to Jews.

In fact, most of Germany’s Jews were neither as overwhelmingly influential or as wealthy as the Nazi propaganda machine painted them. According to communal records, one in three Jewish taxpayers in 1933 had an annual income of less than RM 2,400 ($600 at 1933 rates), and 31,000 Jews living in Berlin—one out of every four—were on the receiving end of communal charity.

Yet it was the poor and middle-class Jewish families like the Orbachs who were subject to increasing exclusion and deprivation. Fired from his salesman’s job, Arnold Orbach was reduced to renting space in his Berlin apartment to a Jewish welfare society, which used it to house mentally handicapped patients.

Hitler’s campaign of terror against the Jews reached a devastating new high on November 9, 1938. Using the assassination in Paris of German diplomat Ernst vom Rath2 as his excuse, Hitler authorized the state’s first mass pogrom: Kristallnacht, a nightmarish nationwide attack on Jews, their homes, their synagogues, and their businesses. “From our veranda overlooking the Greifswalderstrasse,” says Lothar Orbach, now seventy-six, “I could see a caravan of open military trucks filled with brown-shirted troopers, yelling at the top of their lungs, ‘Jude verrecke, Juden raus’—‘Jews should rot, out with the Jews.’ ”

But while Aryans were discouraged from buying from Jews, they were certainly not discouraged from wholesale looting. With the police standing by to direct traffic (or to arrest Jews “for their own protection”), frenzied mobs plundered and destroyed Jewish homes and shops. Many Germans watched in silent shock. Most onlookers appeared cruelly apathetic. And some saw it all as a grand spectacle to be enjoyed. “Racial hatred and hysteria seem to have taken complete hold of otherwise decent people,” reported the London Daily Telegraph’s Hugh Carleton Green. “I saw fashionably dressed women clapping their hands and screaming with glee, while respectable, middle-class mothers held up their babies to see the fun.”

Many years later, one survivor vividly remembered witnessing SS men toss a grand piano from an apartment balcony. “Well,” he heard a bystander sniff, “I suppose a piano can’t help who it belongs to.”

Göring was at first worried that the pogrom would destroy too much property that the Nazis could otherwise seize. “We must agree on a clear action that shall be profitable to the Reich,” he warned. But most of the party leadership was thrilled. A witness reported that “Hitler squealed with delight and slapped his thigh in his enthusiasm” when he heard of the plan.

“At long last,” Goebbels later noted in his diaries, “Berlin’s man in the street had an opportunity to fill himself up again. Fur coats, carpets, valuable textiles were to be had for nothing. The people were enraptured.”

“It was Kristallnacht,” says Holocaust authority Avraham Barkai, “that marked the transition to open and undisguised robbery of Jewish property in Germany by official institutions of the Nazi regime.” This was followed by a new series of regulations that completely forbade any independent economic activity by German Jews. It was the beginning of the Final Solution.

But the atrocities of Kristallnacht also brought the Reich a potential financial hangover. Göring already worried about foreign retribution, still angrily bemoaned the loss of property that might have fallen into the Reich’s—and his—hands. “I wish you had killed two hundred Jews instead of destroying such valuables!” he shouted at SD chief Reinhard Heydrich. But the biggest problem was paying for the damage. According to Friedlander, “a representative of German insurance companies, Eduard Hilgard, estimated it in the multimillions. Just the windows destroyed in Jewish shops were insured for about $6 million. And because the glass was Belgian, at least half of this amount would have to be paid in foreign currency”—still in short supply. It represented half the Belgian glass industry’s total yearly production.

Faced with that prospect, the Nazis dreamed up a solution that almost matched the evil of the Kristallnacht pogrom: The Jews themselves were ordered to bear the costs of repair, while the Reich would confiscate German insurance payments of more than 250 million Reichsmark. As if that were not odious enough, a special decree was promulgated ordering German Jews to “contribute” a one-billion-mark Sühneleistung, or “atonement payment.” It would consist of 20 percent of the declared capital of every German Jew owning more than 5,000 Reichsmark. Germany’s Jews were even ordered to repair their own damaged synagogues, lest they prove a “public danger.”

The same order,3 issued by Göring at Hitler’s behest, commanded the cessation of all Jewish business activity as of January 1, 1939. Jews would have to “sell” their enterprises as well as any land, stocks, jewels and artworks. Treuhänder—Reich-appointed fiduciaries—would help them complete the transactions within the allotted period.

To drive the point home, the order also forbade Jews to drive or have cars, to ride in trains, to go to theaters or cinemas. They were banned from city districts containing government offices—unless summoned there. Special measures were reserved for Berlin’s Jews, who were officially banned from all concert and conference halls, museums, fairs, exhibit halls, and sports facilities—especially public swimming pools. A November 29 order from Heydrich’s office even prohibited them from owning carrier pigeons.

As Avraham Barkai points out in his landmark study of the Reich, Nazi economic policy had two stages: The first dates from 1933 to 1938, when Jews, facing a rising tide of exclusion and discrimination, “voluntarily” sold or disposed of their businesses—usually at greatly discounted prices. The second period, which followed Kristallnacht, lacked even the pretense of volunteer sale. Under direct order of Hitler via Göring, Germany entered the final phases of the Entjuden der deutschen Wirtschaft—the dejudaization of the Germany economy. It was among the central points Göring announced on November 12, 1938, in his program “to exclude the Jews from the economic life of Germany.” Much had already been swallowed up by the voracious economic masters of the Reich—and both Austria and the Sudetenland had proved rich plunder fields (see Chapters Two and Three). Now it remained, says Barkai, “to liquidate the little that was left in a single stroke and within the space of a few weeks.”

The November laws also triggered the organized confiscation of any Jewish-owned property. Directors of state collections were ordered to undertake “the safekeeping of works of art belonging to Jews.” In exchange, the owners were issued meaningless receipts. A Reich Legal Notice of January 16, 1939, designated municipal pawnshops as the Öffentliche Ankaufstellen—the Public Acquisition Offices—where Jews were to hand over art objects and jewelry. A follow-up February memo from the Reich’s Economic Minister required all Jews to deliver “any objects in their ownership made of gold, platinum or silver, as well as precious stones and pearls.” That included scrap precious metals, and even fillings, the memo notes. “A refusal of the offer by Jews can no longer be considered.” Even holy objects were prey. In Frankfurt, the Nazisponsored Research Institute on the Jewish Question became a repository for priceless plundered Judaica, much of it centuries old.

Jewish businesses that still existed were placed under the control of a government-appointed Treuhand, who earned sizable fees and commissions for Aryanizing an enterprise. In some cases, huge industrial plants, such as the Simson armaments factory in Suhl, had already been confiscated without any compensation. Other firms were now grabbed by high-ranking members of the party—or by hitherto loyal employees who had fortuitous connections to senior and not so senior Nazis. “Our senior saleswoman was the girlfriend of an SS officer,” says Stefanie Blumenthal-Dreyfuss, whose parents owned Wally’s, a chic Berlin woman’s-wear shop. “After Kristallnacht she became very ugly. My parents had no choice; she ‘bought’ the shop from them for practically nothing. My mother wept—not so much out of the loss, but out a sense of the unfairness of it, that someone we’d trained could turn on us, could get something we had worked so hard for, for nothing.”

Adds her brother, Michael Blumenthal, “Some Christians might sympathize with the Jewish plight, but no one really complained. When all was said and done, taking over a Jew’s business for a song was an opportunity many did not want to miss.”

The Nazis weren’t finished with the Blumenthals. In late 1938, two plainclothes Gestapo men came to their apartment on Berlin’s fashionable Kurfürstendamm and carted Stefanie’s father off to Sachsenhausen concentration camp. Like many other German Jews, Ewald Blumenthal was released only after he could prove that the family would leave Germany—and had a place to go to. With visas to the United States and even South America unavailable to them, the Blumenthals took the only option open: In April of 1939, a scant four months before the outbreak of the war, the Blumenthals left the remainder of their possessions behind and headed for Shanghai, China. There they spent the war years in Shanghai’s Japanese-run ghetto, Ewald working as a sausage salesman, their mother, Valerie, as a seamstress, seventeen-year-old Stefanie as a governess for a British family. Her thirteen-year-old brother, Michael, did odd jobs. At the war’s end, the entire family finally managed to receive their long-awaited visas for America. Michael went on to become Secretary of the Treasury in the Carter administration.

Though the Nazis often used Aryanization as a way to reward party stalwarts, Hitler became increasingly anxious to exercise his own perogatives. By December 10, 1938, Göring moved to ensure that most if not all the illicit profits from “dejudaization” flowed directly into Hitler’s coffers—to finance the regime and its rapidly growing war machine. “[Jewish] assets have to flow into the hands of the Reich,” Göring told a closed-door meeting of his inner circle, “not serve as a source of riches for incompetent party members.”

Just how much was stolen? The value of Jewish property—liquid and real—in Germany, Austria, and the Sudetenland was estimated in 1933 to be anywhere between 10 and 12 billion Reichsmark ($2.5 and $3 billion). Most of the property of the 140,000 Jews who were still able to emigrate from Germany between 1938 and 1941 went directly into official Nazi coffers in the form of what Barkai calls “legal” levies, such as the notorious Reichsfluchtsteuer, the “escape tax.” The balance was deposited into blocked accounts that the holders never saw again. Experts such as Barkai estimate that only “a small fraction” of the RM 8 billion ($2 billion) in assets declared by the Jews of Germany and Austria in April 1938 ever left Germany with them. The approximately 170,000 Jews who remained behind had their funds taken from them in early 1939. German emissaries had already begun to transfer funds to Switzerland and Sweden—special slush funds of plundered Jewish wealth.

Once the war began, funds began to accumulate in a special government-controlled account belonging to the Reichsvereinigung der Juden in Deutschland—the Nazi-controlled Council of Jews remaining in Germany. These consisted of the profits from the sale of liquidated communities and “donations” from emigrating Jews. Parts of these monies were used to finance those Jewish welfare institutions that the Nazis still allowed to subsist. When the full-scale deportations of Germany’s remaining Jews to Theresienstadt Camp in occupied Czechoslovakia began in 1941, the Reich forced all deportees to sign over their homes and insurance policies to the Reichsvereinigung. In exchange for these “home purchase agreements” and the deposit of a minimum of 1,000 RM to the Reichsvereinigung, the German government cynically undertook to take care of the deportees “for the rest of their lives.” Most would have little time left.

The same was true for the majority of those who remained in Germany. In May 1942, Arnold Orbach was suddenly taken away for “routine questioning.” Two months later, a package from Sachsenhausen arrived at the Orbach apartment with a COD bill of 144 marks. It contained Arnold Orbach’s ashes. Shortly thereafter, his widow and his son, Lothar, acquired false papers and disappeared, spending the rest of the war as Taucher—“divers,” those estimated 1,400 fugitive Berlin Jews who survived the Holocaust hiding or posing as Aryans.

By 1943, when the deportations to the extermination camps were virtually complete, the special blocked accounts all had been confiscated by the Gestapo through the Reich’s Treasury. By direct order from Himmler, the funds were to be used to finance the Final Solution. The Jews would pay for their own murders.


1 Warburg, who found refuge in America, later served in the United States Army and was one of Hermann Göring’s interrogators at the war’s end.

2 The diplomat, Third Secretary Ernst vom Rath, had been shot by Jewish student Herschel Grynszpan, distraught over the deportation of his parents from their home in Hannover.

3 The Decree of Eliminating Jews from German Economic Life, November 12, 1938.
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Austria

Last Year at Mauerbach


The Austrians are neither as brutish nor as barbaric as the Germans.

—SIGMUND FREUD, a year before he was forced to flee Vienna



Franz Klepner and his classmates from Vienna’s prestigious Akademisches Gymnasium were on their annual winter ski trip in the mountains near Salzburg when the news came crackling over the radio: Austrian Chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg had been bullied into signing an accord with his German counterpart, Adolf Hitler. It was only a matter of time before the Nazi leader would declare his pan-Germanic Anschluss and the Republic of Austria would become an integral part of the Nazi Reich. “We Jewish boys looked very glum. But almost all our gentile classmates cheered loudly,” says Klepner, now a seventy-six-year-old retired jeweler living near Melbourne, Australia. “I knew immediately that terrible things were going to happen.”

They did. On March 12, less than a month later, German troops crossed the Austrian border. More than 70,000 Austrian Jews would die in Nazi ghettos and death camps, and at least 90,000 would be forced to flee into exile. Out of the 190,000 Jews living in Austria before the Anschluss, fewer than 10,000 returned home after the war. Yet for more than half a century, Austria has lived a lie. Desperate to be part of the prosperous postwar West, Austrian leaders have clouded historic reality and—with no mean amount of Anglo-American and Soviet complicity—methodically perpetuated the myth that Hitler’s 1938 swallowing of neighboring Austria was brute aggression. “We Austrians were Hitler’s first victims in Europe” goes the postwar Vienna waltz. Accordingly, goes the tune, Austria has no responsibility for Nazi crimes and owes no compensation to anyone, least of all Austrian Jews.1

“Austria as a country did not do anything,” insists Austrian diplomat Ulf Pacher. “Austria as a country was wiped out on March 12, 1938.”

The logic is skewed. For as witnesses to the events and records of the time confirm, the vast majority of Austrians welcomed the Anschluss with unbridled enthusiasm. Though it took Hitler weeks of bluster and threats to cow Austria’s leadership into submission, in the end he gobbled up his eastern neighbor with scant public protest, let alone military resistance. Austrian Nazis, like Arthur Seyss-Inquart, quickly seized power. For Austrian-born Adolf Hitler, the poor boy from Linz who once swore he’d return in glory to the Vienna that had rejected his unimpressive artistic talents, it was a crowning moment.

The Nazi conquest of Austria was more of a successful seduction than a rape and was quickly accepted by all but a handful of stalwart Austrian patriots. For most Austrians, Hitler’s invasion was not the destruction of a pluralistic, democratic, and proudly independent nation but a golden opportunity for Austria and its Aryan folk to share in the benefits of a brave new Reich, among them ridding Austria of its troublesome Jews while holding on to their assets.

Indeed, within minutes of the Anschluss announcement by a choked government official, swastika banners sprouted all throughout Austria and anti-Semitic gangs took to the streets. In Vienna, buildings, walls, and even churches were quickly draped with Reich flags and crowds flowed onto the boulevards and town squares. Workers in some offices began the first day of the New Order singing “Deutschland über Alles.” As column after column of Nazi troops paraded through the city, hundreds of thousands of buoyant Viennese lined the streets, crowded balconies, or climbed lampposts to cheer and roar their support.

The demonstrations were more than matched several days later when the Führer himself arrived in the once proud capital of Emperor Franz Josef. There, the man whom postwar Austria would try to disown as “an invader” was heartily greeted by official welcoming committees, including one led by the beaming Primate of Austria, Cardinal Theodor Innitzer. Throngs jammed the streets outside Hitler’s suite at the Imperial Hotel, chanting his name over and over until he finally appeared at the window to acknowledge them. Next day, with the victorious Führer smiling broadly, 200,000 jubilant Austrians jammed Heldenplatz (“Heroes’ Square”) to hail their new Nazi leader. That afternoon, Cardinal Innitzer, who once prided himself on warm relations with Austria’s Jews, arrived at the Imperial, gave the Hitler salute to the crowd in the lobby, and then went upstairs for a private meeting in which he pledged his loyalty and that of the church to the Reich and its Führer. His fervor shocked the Vatican.

Hitler and his entourage were delirious. “Ich bin vermckt [“I am crazy”]”, wrote Hitler’s mistress, Eva Braun, to her sister, Ilse, in an attempt to describe the moment’s excitement.

Austria’s Jews were less enthusiastic. Anti-Semitism was hardly new to largely Catholic Austria—it wasn’t till 1994 that the Austrian Bishops’ Conference finally got around to banning the cult of Little Andrew of Rinn, a toddler whom canardous legend says was ritually murdered by Jews for his blood. Yet Jews had flourished there in spite of the malevolence shown them. Granted the right to organize as a community in 1849, they had achieved legal equality by 1867. If anything, Vienna under the Habsburgs had become a center of Jewish culture and a “cradle of Zionism” (its founder, the Budapest-born journalist Theodor Herzl, had been a star reporter for Vienna’s Neue Freie Presse). By the turn of the century, Jews began to play a major role in Austrian economic and cultural life, producing writers like Franz Werfel, musicians like Bruno Walter, and great thinkers like Sigmund Freud. Lured by opportunity, thousands of Jews from the eastern and southern stretches of the Habsburg Empire flocked to Vienna in the years just before and following World War I. By 1933, almost 91 percent of Austria’s more than 190,000 Jews lived in Vienna. By the end of 1943, there would be fewer than 800 still alive in the city.

The 1938 Anschluss was quickly followed by widespread anti-Semitic rioting. Jews were publicly attacked and beaten by pro-Nazi gangs. Elderly men were forced to strip naked and crawl about on all fours, Orthodox women to dance on desecrated Torah scrolls. One young Austrian Jew, Leah Sachs, reported seeing storm troopers urinating in a Jew’s face before they savagely beat him. Others were seized by Nazi troops, forced to their hands and knees and ordered to wash the city streets, to the delight of jeering crowds of otherwise proper Viennese. Among those Jews so humiliated was Konrad Singer, a Viennese salesman, who later escaped with his wife, Anna, to Portugal and then the United States. It was Singer’s American-born son, Israel, who would eventually help spearhead the battle for Jewish restitution as secretary general of the World Jewish Congress.

By mid-March of 1938, Nazi troops had occupied the Great Synagogue of Vienna and launched a wholesale looting of Jewish property. Art, carpets, books, furniture—anything of value that Austria’s energetic Nazis could find was quickly stolen. The famous Rothschild art collection was a primary target, with the best items designated for Reichsmarschall Göring. Baron Louis himself was seized when he tried to board a plane at Vienna airport. His passport was torn up and he himself imprisoned at the Gestapo’s Métropole Hotel headquarters until his family paid ransom.

Many other works of art were shipped to Hitler’s boyhood hometown of Linz, where the Führer planned on building a major art museum. The balance was divided up institutionally. “Almost every major museum in Austria helped itself to Rothschild’s artworks,” says Viennese investigative author Hubertus Czernin.
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