







Advance Praise for
The Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Nazis

“The Jehovah’s Witnesses were in a special category of victims of the Holocaust. The principal victims—Jews and Gypsies—were existentially doomed. But the Witnesses could escape the fate that awaited them: they had only to say ‘Heil Hitler’ and renounce their faith. Most refused and many were murdered. The purely voluntary nature of their sacrifice puts them in a unique category, and their story sheds new and strange lights on some of the workings of the Holocaust.”—Conor Cruise O’Brien, diplomat, historian, and author of Memoirs: My Life and Themes

“These courageous people must be seen as heroic and martyred for the sustained moral stand that they made against the killing and the killers.”—Alan Adelson, Executive Director, The Jewish Heritage Project, and producer/director (with Kathryn Taverna) of the acclaimed film and book, Lodz Ghetto

“In Hitler’s Germany the Jehovah’s Witnesses were interned in concentration camps and often executed. Their children were taken away from them in order to be brainwashed and their properties confiscated. All this occurred because the Witnesses refused to swear an oath of allegiance to Hitler and the state and because they refused to bear arms.”—Radu Ioanid, author of The Holocaust in Romania and editor of Mihail Sebastian’s Journal: 1935–1944

“In this book nothing is left to the imagination in showing that, despite the Nazis’ treatment of the Witnesses, no other political or religious group during Hitler’s regime rejected it more fervently and consistently than did the Witnesses. Nor did any such group demonstrate the constant sympathy or concern for other victims of Nazism that the Witnesses did.”—Donald M. McKale, author of Hitler: The Survival Myth and the forthcoming Hitler’s Shadow War: The Holocaust and World War II
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INTRODUCTION

Michael Berenbaum

The Holocaust is the common and appropriate name for the genocidal efforts of the Nazis to annihilate the Jewish people. From 1933 through the last hours of the Third Reich in 1945, Jews were the major target of Nazi racism and ideology and bore the full brunt of Nazi hatred: They were defined in racial and ideological terms, their assets and property were expropriated, and they were forced to emigrate—yet there were few places where they were offered a haven, fewer still where they were welcomed. After the German invasion of Poland in September 1939, Jews were forced into ghettos, and from 1941 on, they were systematically murdered. The goal was the “Final Solution to the Jewish Problem,” the murder of all Jews—men, women, and children.

During the years 1933–1939, some groups were victimized for what they did, others for what they refused to do, and still others for what they were. For example, political dissidents—communists, socialists, and liberals alike—and trade unionists were persecuted because of their politics. Dissenting clergy were arrested when they spoke out against the regime. German male homosexuals were incarcerated and their institutions destroyed because of their sexual practices.

Roma and Sinti (Gypsies), traditional outsiders, were distrusted and despised. Regarded as a menace, they were deported and incarcerated. Later, many were killed. Along with the Jews, they were the only other group killed in their entirety: Men, women, and children were gassed together at Birkenau, the death camp of Auschwitz.

Mentally retarded, physically handicapped, or emotionally disturbed Germans were not considered by the Nazis to be suitable raw material for breeding the “master race.” They, too, suffered at the hands of the Nazis. By September 1939, a state-sponsored murder program was in place. Six killing centers were established. Gas chambers and crematoria were developed to kill these Germans, and physicians who began their careers in the T-4 operations later staffed the death camps of Aktions Reinhard, where more than 1.5 millions Jews were killed in 1942–1943.

In the Nazi mind-set, the world was divided into a series of lesser races by color, ethnicity, culture, or national identity. Blacks, Slavs, and others deemed of lesser worth were a special target of Nazi animosity.

Still, even in this world, the fate of the Jehovah’s Witnesses was distinct.

Jehovah’s Witnesses were isolated and harangued from 1933 on. Suspicion and harassment turned, into bitter persecution as the Witnesses refused to surrender. They refused to enlist in the army, to undertake air raid drills, and to stop meeting or proselytizing. “Heil Hitler” never passed their lips. The Nazis believed the Witnesses had American connections and international aspirations. They read a political message into the Witnesses’ description of chaos, anarchy, and revolution that would precede the coming of the millennium. Prophecies about the return of Jews to the Holy Land prior to Armageddon classified the Witnesses in Nazi eyes as Zionists.

Twenty thousand among sixty-five million Germans, the Witnesses entered the battle against the Nazis as soldiers of Jehovah in the spiritual war between good and evil. They taught that Jehovah’s forces would defeat Satan. Nazi ideology could not tolerate such “false gods.”

Persecution began immediately in 1933 and continued until 1945. After 1937, Witnesses were sent to concentration camps. Outside the camps, Witnesses lost children, jobs, pensions, and all civil rights.

Throughout their struggle, Witnesses continued to meet, preach, and distribute literature. Posters and tracts were even delivered to the party headquarters. Five thousand Witnesses were sent to concentration camps where they alone were “voluntary prisoners.” The moment they recanted their views, they could be freed. So faithful were they to the tradition of nonviolence that even in the camps, Witnesses could serve as barbers and shave their oppressors, holding razor blades to their throats. Such behavior is astounding, to be admired for its fidelity to commitment, even where one disagrees with such a tradition.

It is because of the integrity of the Witnesses’ behavior, their fidelity to their own tradition and belief, that they have a special place in my heart.

We at the Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation have made every effort to record their stories and to capture their testimony. We have interviewed more than 50,000 survivors and eyewitnesses in thirty-one languages and in fifty-seven countries. We have compiled a historical record of more than 100,000 hours, one that would take you more than thirteen years to view. Regretfully, so few of the records are from Witnesses, for the hour is late, and the surviving Witnesses are diminished in numbers, though not in spirit. In the history of those dark years, too little is known of the particular persecution of the Witnesses. Therefore, this book is deeply welcome and its task so very important.

MICHAEL BERENBAUM

Los Angeles, California

December 1998

MICHAEL BERENBAUM is the former president and CEO of the Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation and served as director of the Research Institute of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Dr. Berenbaum is also adjunct professor of theology at the University of Judaism and the author of The World Must Know: The History of the Holocaust As Told in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and Witness to the Holocaust: An Illustrated History of the Holocaust As Told in the Words of Its Victims, Perpetrators, and Bystanders.
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FROM A LETTER
FROM THOMAS
MANN

Kusnacht-Zurich
August 2, 1938

Honorable Mr. Harbeck,

Thanking you for your gift book, Crusade against Christianity, is a mere gesture of politeness. I owe you more; I owe you a debt of gratitude. I read, with considerable emotion, your book filled with appalling documentation and cannot describe the combination of contempt and horror which overcame me as I leafed through these accounts of unrivaled human depravity and nameless cruelty. Language fails in describing the abject mentality revealed in these pages and the recounting of horrible sufferings of innocent victims so strongly attached to their faith. We are speechless when confronted with the indescribable; but, would not our conscience reproach our silence? Would not our conscience accuse us of encouraging moral apathy in this world and, thereby, tacitly approving the cowardly principle of non-intervention—or would it be shaken, if only for a moment—by the lengthy series of facts you present? We can scarcely hope for that outcome. But, in any event, you have done your duty by offering this book to the public and it seems to me that there can be no more urgent appeal to the world’s conscience.

Yours very devotedly,
Thomas Mann

THOMAS MANN (1875–1955) was a German novelist, author of Death in Venice and Magic Mountain, winner of the 1929 Nobel Prize for Literature, and an outspoken critic of the Third Reich who chose self-imposed exile from his homeland in 1933 and was deprived of German citizenship in 1936.
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FROM A LETTER
FROM GERMAINE
TILLION

Paris
September 2, 1998

In 1989, Mr. Michel Reynaud, Editor of Editions Tiresias, contacted me for information concerning the Bibelforscherinnen whom I described early on in my work Ravensbrück (published in 1947) and its subsequent editions. Therefore, I met with Mr. Reynaud as a historian of the period myself and as a deportee. I congratulated them on their project because it is true that until then no book had been devoted to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and I noted the important and historical contribution made when their work was first published in 1990.

I can say that The Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Nazis is exceptionally interesting and recalls the various stages of repressive legislation in Germany. It is rare to see the concept of Schutzhaft described with such precision. Chapters are brief, therefore easily readable, and the references at the end of each chapter are many and meticulously researched. Individual accounts can be readily grasped. It is true that many people, even those who have some knowledge of concentration camps, were unaware of the presence of Jehovah’s Witnesses and their martyrdom in German prison camps, and even less so eight years ago, before the book was first published.

I might add, as a deportee at Ravensbrück, a special unit of Jehovah’s Witnesses (as historically documented by Editions Tiresias) was located in the camp, and that the Blockowa (who had responsibility for the unit) was Mme. Margerete Buber-Neumann, whom I personally met several times. I also associated frequently with Mme. Anise Postel-Vinay (maiden name Girard). A chapter in the book reconstructs the period, and Milena and Mme. Genevieve de Gaulle, who had direct contact with the Witnessess, were themselves witnesses who have offered their own insights.

I remind the reader that this is the first work specifically devoted to the persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Europe, and it is an honor that a French editor has corrected this historical oversight. It should be noted that the work deals with the period from 1933 to 1945. The editor has confirmed the book is now in its sixth edition and is available in several languages.

Germaine Tillion

Grand Croix and Commandeur of the Legion of Honor

Croix de Guerre with Palm

Grand Croix of the Order of Merit

Honorary Director of Studies, School of Advanced Social Sciences

GERMAINE TILLION is a historian, French Resistance worker, deportee, and author of Ravensbrück, among other books.
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NOTE TO READERS

The authors have absolutely no affiliation with the Jehovah’s Witness movement. Personal accounts have been reproduced as closely as possible, in translation. Should individual accounts contain errors (of a theological, religious, or historical character), they are the sole responsibility of the source(s). A glossary is appended at the end of the book. All quotations are taken from the French references.
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SYMBOLS OF PERSECUTION

Each inmate wore a colored triangle (generally pointing downward) sewn or painted on his or her uniform. Color codes denoted various categories.

Political prisoners wore a red triangle with a letter denoting their nationality (except for Germans).

Jewish political prisoners wore a red triangle pointing upward with a superimposed yellow triangle pointing downward.

Ordinary Jewish inmates were assigned a yellow star (formed by inverted triangles).

The Jehovah’s Witnesses (known to the Germans as Bibelforscher) wore a violet triangle. According to sources, some Bibelforscher were made to wear a violet triangle and a superimposed yellow one.

Common criminals wore a green triangle and “antisocials” a black one.

Miscegenists were assigned a black triangle overlaid with a yellow one.

Homosexuals were assigned a pink triangle.

Gypsies were assigned a brown triangle.

Stateless persons and émigrés (Spanish Republicans) were assigned a blue triangle.

The SAW (Sonderaktion Wehrmacht—individuals purged from the German army) wore a red triangle pointing upward.
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CHRONOLOGY

1884: Founding of American Watch Tower and Bible and Tract Society.

1903: First affiliate of the Watch Tower and Bible and Tract Society is introduced in Germany.

1921: The Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society is recognized as a legal association in Germany.

1933: On von Schliecher’s resignation, President Paul von Hindenberg names Adolf Hitler Reich chancellor and Franz von Papen vice president.

FEBRUARY 1: Promulgation of decree law by the president of the republic dissolving the Reichstag.

FEBRUARY 27: There is a fire at the Reichstag.

FEBRUARY 28: Promulgation of decree law by the president of the republic for the protection of the people and the state results in the mass arrests of approximately 10,000 opponents.

MARCH 21: Potsdam Day, during which the Nazis organize a giant spectacle at the Potsdam Church and issue a decree absolving all criminal acts “committed during the struggle for the national reawakening of the German people,” a law promulgated on “prevention of harmful gossip against the Government,” and a decree establishing special tribunals.

MARCH 28: Declaration of the Conference of Bishops at Fulda calling on Catholics to collaborate with the new Reich.

APRIL 10: Banning of the Jehovah’s Witness movement in Mecklenburg-Schwerin.

APRIL 13: Banning of the Jehovah’s Witness movement in Bavaria.

APRIL 18: Banning of the Jehovah’s Witness movement in Saxony.

APRIL 26: Gestapo established by Goering in Prussia. Restrictions placed on movement of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Thuringia.

APRIL 28: Radio announcement that the Watch Tower Society may reoccupy its premises in Magdeburg.

APRIL 29: Confiscated assets of the Watch Tower Society restored.

APRIL–JULY: Banning of Jehovah’s Witness activities in most German states, then across the entire nation.

JUNE 24: Banning of the Watch Tower Society in Prussia.

JUNE 25: Berlin assembly of 7,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses.

JUNE 27: Orders issued that all congregations are to be searched.

JUNE 28: Reoccupation by the SS of the Watch Tower Society headquarters in Magdeburg.

JULY 20: Signature of the concordat between von Papen and Vatican Secretary-General Cardinal Pacelli (the future Pope Pius XII) guaranteeing Roman Catholic religious freedom and public profession of faith in Germany. Bishops named by the Vatican to swear oaths to the Third Reich. Reich Interior Minister Frick instructs all government employees to adopt the Hitler salute.

JULY 24: Banning of the Association of Bibelforscher throughout Germany.

AUGUST 21, 23: Public burning of books confiscated from the Association of Bible Students.

OCTOBER 4: Decree by Prussian Interior Minister Hermann Göring stipulating that fire be opened “mercilessly” on distributors of tracts who ignore police summons.

OCTOBER 7: Partial relaxation of ban on Jehovah’s Witnesses.

DECEMBER: Reinhard Heydrich orders the arrest of all “fanatics” (the Bibelforscher, or Jehovah’s Witnesses).

1934

FEBRUARY: Decree by French President Laval declaring Watch Tower Society publications subversive.

MARCH 9: Dissolution of the Bund für Bibel und Bekenntnis.

JUNE 30: “Night of the Long Knives” (bloody purge of the SA).

JULY: 15,000 incarcerated in Prussia under provisions of Schutzhaft.

AUGUST 1: Law on German Reich chief of state. After Marshal von Hindenburg’s death, Hitler becomes Führer and Reich chancellor.

SEPTEMBER 7–9: Bible Students assembly in Basel.

SEPTEMBER 13: Following protests from U.S. leadership, Reich interior minister issues decree nullifying some of the measures against Jehovah’s Witnesses.

OCTOBER 7: Letter directed by Bible Students to Reich government functionaries and telegram to Chancellor Hitler.

1935

MARCH 16: Hitler decrees military conscription. Conscientious objectors and Jehovah’s Witnesses shipped in growing numbers to concentration camps.

APRIL 1: Law enacted forbidding all activity by Jehovah’s Witnesses.

JULY 13: Reich interior minister decrees dissolution and confiscation of all Jehovah’s Witness Association assets.

SEPTEMBER 15: Nuremberg anti-Semitic laws on the “protection of German blood” issued.

1936

APRIL 29: Ordinance dissolving the Bibelforscher Association.

JUNE 24: Creation in the Gestapo of special unit charged with the fight against the Bibelforscher.

AUGUST 21: Circular issued by Reich secret police confiscating passports of Bibelforscher seeking to travel to Lucerne.

SEPTEMBER 9: Lucerne Congress (Congress resolution to Hitler and the pope dispatched from Bern).

DECEMBER: Munich Gestapo circular pertaining to Jehovah’s Witnesses refusing to perform military service.

1937

MAY–JUNE: Gestapo circulars in a number of German regions specifying that Bibelforscher may be interned in concentration camps on mere suspicion.

JUNE 20: Distribution of a Bibelforscher tract in Germany. This “Open Letter to the People of Germany Who Believe in the Bible and Love Christ” describes atrocities inflicted against the Bibelforscher. The Gestapo responds with renewed repression against Jehovah’s Witnesses.

AUGUST 5: Gestapo circular ordering concentration camp internment for all Bibelforscher and conscientious objectors in case of their acquittal by the courts or on completion of their sentences.

1938

MARCH 13: German annexation of Austria.

NOVEMBER 9–10: “Crystal Night” (Reichskristallnacht).

1939

MARCH 30: Gestapo confiscation of Bibelforscher Association assets in Prague.

APRIL 27: Suppression of Communist newspapers in France.

AUGUST 8: Ordinance from Reich Chancellery stipulating that inmates under Schutzhaft fall under the authority of the chief of the SS and no longer under the Justice Ministry.

AUGUST 23: Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact.

SEPTEMBER 1: Invasion of Poland.

SEPTEMBER 21: Italian Ministry of Interior draws up list of subscribers to The Watch Tower and requests information on their activities.

OCTOBER: Jehovah’s Witness organization forbidden in France.

1940

JANUARY 3: ORVA (Italian Fascist police) circular provides listing of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

MARCH 30: Banning of Belgian community of Jehovah’s Witness publications by Belgian Interior Ministry for “sapping the troops’ and population’s morale.”

MAY 29: Third Reich Commissar Seyss-Inquart proclaims ban on Jehovah’s Witness Association in the Netherlands.

JUNE 8: Berlin RSHA ordinance directing arrest of all members of the Jehovah’s Witness Association on Third Reich territory.

OCTOBER: Gestapo search of Belgian Jehovah’s Witness head-quarters.

NOVEMBER 15: Warsaw ghetto sealed off.

1941

JUNE 22: Wehrmacht attacks the Soviet Union.

SEPTEMBER 3: First gassing tests undertaken at Auschwitz on 600 Soviet prisoners and 300 sick inmates.

DECEMBER: Application of the Nacht und Nebel decree signed by Keitel.

1942

JANUARY: First mass gassings at Auchwitz-Birkenau.

JANUARY 8: Rutherford’s death.

JANUARY 20: Wannsee Conference, during which participants “coordinated” final solution of the Jewish question.

JULY 17: Vel d’Hiv roundup; 12,884 Jews arrested and held at the Vel d’Hiver (Paris).

NOVEMBER 13: Knorr named president of the Watch Tower Society.

NOVEMBER 24: U.S. State Department notes two million Jews murdered and extermination plan in place.

DECEMBER 17: Allied declaration on war crimes: “Those responsible for these crimes shall reap the fate they deserve.”

1943

APRIL 19: Uprising of the Warsaw ghetto.

AUGUST 2: Armed inmate uprising in the Treblinka extermination camp.

1944

AUGUST 1: Gypsies gassed at Auschwitz-Birkenau.

1945

JANUARY 15: WVHA inmate census enumerates 511,537 men and 202,674 women in concentration camps.

JANUARY 18: Evacuation of Auschwitz camp.

APRIL 28: Liberation of the Ravensbrück concentration camp.

APRIL 29: Entry of U.S. troops into Dachau concentration camp and freeing of prisoners.

APRIL 30: Hitler’s suicide in his Berlin bunker.

NOVEMBER 14: Deliberations begin at the Nuremberg War Crimes Tribunal.

1946

OCTOBER 1: Nuremberg tribunal verdict.
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THE NAZI TAKEOVER

Thirsting for Christian blood, Nero put Rome to the torch. When she was reduced to embers and ash, he held Christians up as the villains. A certain Hermann Göring learned this story as a child.

—Bertold Brecht

On January 30, 1933, following Kurt von Schleicher’s resignation, Adolf Hitler was named Reich chancellor by President Hindenburg. As soon as the Nazis came to power, the Bibelforscher (Jehovah’s Winesses) were legally hunted down under provisions of the Security Protection Laws promulgated on February 4, 1933, and enacted after the Reichstag fire by the President’s February 28, 1933, Decree for Protection of the People and State. This decree stipulated, among other provisions, that “in conformity with Article 48-2 of the Reich Constitution, the following measures are ordered to protect the State against dangerous acts of communist violence:

1. Articles 114, 115, 116, 117, 123, 124 and 153 of the Reich Constitution are repealed until further notice.”

Consequently, restrictions exceeding even legal limits were authorized over individual liberties and freedoms of the press, assembly, and association. Mail, telephone, and telegraph privacy laws were also ignored as search warrant and property confiscation provisions were enacted.

2. In the event the Länder (states) failed to take measures necessary to restore security and public order, “the government of the Reich can temporarily replace that state’s authorities.”

Soon after the February 22 formalization of various paramilitary organizations (among them the Steel Helmets, the Brown and Black Shirts, and Prussian Interior Minister and Chief of Police Hermann Göring’s auxiliary police), the decree was signed by Reich President Hindenburg, Chancellor Hitler, Reich Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick, and Justice Minister Franz Gürtner.

Enforcing these ordinances, the Nazis abolished basic rights guaranteed under the Weimar Constitution. In doing so, they accorded an aura of legitimacy to police searches and censorship, as well as “protective internment” and “protective custody,” which the regime’s brutally repressive forces implemented against any who opposed them. Neither constitutional rights nor justice itself could be invoked against these repressive acts. Freedom and democratic rights were crushed. Arbitrary measures intensified against “recalcitrants.”

On March 24, 1933, following the Reichstag elections earlier that month, the NSDAP newspaper Volkische Beobachter’s head-line crowed, “Confronted by a New Germany—The Parliamentary System Capitulates.” Joseph Goebbels himself had declared March 5 a “Day of National Awakening.”

On March 21, Hitler had organized a daylong event at the Potsdam Garrison Church, celebrating the swearing in of the new Reichstag, which had been elected into office on March 5. This was the first of many national festivals organized to impress the public. “The dazzling day at Potsdam was broadly disseminated by images, the press, and radio—and was a far cry from the specter of concentration camps and the harsh discrimination against Jews represented by the darker side of National Socialist policy. But though this festival did nothing to contradict negative aspects of the regime, the darker aspects of the regime were ignored by a larger percentage of the populace. . . . The Day at Potsdam represented a grandiose psychological preparation of public opinion preceding adoption of the law of full powers or Enabling Act of 23 March.” On Potsdam Day, a chilling decree was issued providing amnesty for all criminal acts committed “during the struggle for the national reawakening of the German people.” In contrast to this incredible spectacle of national pride, tens of thousands of Germans were incarcerated in prisons, subjected to solitary confinement and other brutalities in detention centers where the SA and SS militias and secret police agents ruled without restraint.

On their own initiative, under the guise of legality, local SS and SA units set up a number of detention centers. Inmates often languished in protective custody in these facilities and had no recourse to the legal system. These unofficial sites eventually became concentration camps. On March 8, 1933, Reich Minister of the Interior Frick signed the Decree of February 28, which officially established camps set up to deal with “enemies of the State.”

On March 20, the SA officially opened the Oranienburg concentration camp. Located near Potsdam, on the grounds and in the buildings of an old brewery, it was authorized under provisions of the Erlass II C.I.59 Law.

On March 21, an official release from the Munich Prefect of Police, reprinted in the city newspaper Neueste Nachrichten, reported the imminent opening of the Dachau concentration camp. The announcement was made in the presence of Heinrich Himmler and SS Gruppenführer Reinhard Heydrich, both leaders of the Bavarian police at that time. Supervision of the camp—established to hold 5,000 prisoners—was assigned to a special unit of SS volunteers. This special cadre, known as the Death’s Head Unit, was renowned for its cruelty. The official title of the Enabling Act of March 23 was Gesetz Behebung der Not von Volk und Staat (Law for Removing the Distress of People and Reich).

By the end of the spring of 1933, fifty detention camps had been set up within German borders. Saxony alone held three: the Sachsenburg camp near Heinischen, the Colditz camp near Zwickau in the Osterstein fortress, and the Hohenstein fortress near Pirna. The latter camp was notorious for the torture of forcing inmates to stand under a fountain dripping water for long intervals, causing infected head sores. In the marshy Emsland region, ten to fifteen camps were set up along the Ems River, chief among these being Papenburg, Esterwagen, the Oldenburg camp, and the Boyenmoor (or Borgermoor) camp on the outskirts of Osnabrück. It was at Osnabrück that the moving hymn “Song of the Marshes” was composed in May 1933. These “marsh camps” (Moorlager) were administered by the SA and the SS as well as by the state police. In Prussia, the Sonnenburg prison was converted into a concentration camp, as was the detention center in Brandenburg.

These first unofficial or regular concentration camps were established by the Nazis in order to protect their powers and sow fear in the hearts of the German people. They spread a system of terror among those who opposed the regime and those suspected of opposing it. The Nazis imprisoned people without due process, placing them in protective custody and in concentration camps; they submitted them to persecution by degrading them, depriving them of their property, and enslaving, torturing, and murdering them.

Who were these so-called undesirables? The first Germans interned in the camps were Communists, Social Democrats, labor leaders, and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Besides disposing of their political opponents, the Nazis persecuted those whom they deemed obstacles to the uninterrupted exercise of their total control in Germany. Persecution of pacifist groups, including religious pacifist movements, was particularly cruel and ruthless.

The Witnesses were among the pacifists. This community had been founded by the American Charles Taze Russel, who began publishing The Watch Tower, the official journal of the Witnesses, in July 1879. He later established a publishing house and the Watch Tower Society in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, which later became the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society. Those headquarters moved to Brooklyn, New York, in 1909. Russel and his seven directors headed the organization until his death on October 31, 1916. At a congress in 1931, the new name “Jehovah’s Witnesses” was adopted, replacing “Bible Students,” which continued to be used colloquially. The word “martyr” comes from the Greek word martur, or possibly martus or marturos, all words that mean “witness” or “witness of God.”

This religious movement, called the Internationale Bibelforscherveringung (IBV; International Association of Bible Students), established itself in Germany at the beginning of the twentieth century, initially in the Black Forest and Westphalia. By 1918, there were 5,545 members. Around that time, an American lawyer, Joseph F. Rutherford, succeeded Russel. By 1926, their numbers in Germany had nearly quadrupled—with 20,000 Witnesses grouped into 316 congregations. In 1933, when the Nazis engineered their takeover, the IBV had 25,000 followers, of which 19,268 were active practitioners.

To understand what motivated the Witnesses’ faith, it is important to understand what they believed. They were awaiting what they referred to as the millennium of Jehovah on earth, during which the Kingdom of God would annihilate Satan’s powers (represented by politics, churches, capital, and so on). According to Witness beliefs, only Jehovah’s reign on earth would resolve the world’s problems, and man’s salvation could be achieved only through strict adherence to the Bible’s commandments. Each Jehovah’s Witness had a duty, therefore, to spread or bear witness to the doctrine that the Apocalypse is near and that evil must be destroyed. Moreover, the Bibelforscher were strict believers in the fifth precept of the Decalogue, which commands “Thou shalt not kill” (Deuteronomy 5:17). For this reason, they were pacifists and rejected military service absolutely.

As Christine Elizabeth King noted in her study, “For the Nazis, the Witnesses incarnated all they despised: the movement was international, there were Jewish influences by the use of the Old Testament, and in their eschatological beliefs. The Witness was also viewed as Marxist. Of all the sects, it was the least politicized, hence the most dangerous. Politics were of no interest and were considered corrupt. But, by their attitude, the believers placed themselves in a non-compromising hostile position, appearing (to the Nazis at least) politicized. Their teachings on military services were intolerable, not so much as a practical danger but as an ideological challenge to the National Socialist Party.” It was an ideological battle that set the Witnesses on a collision course with the Nazis. “The real reason for the clash between this sect and the Nazis resides in the clash of two totalitarian systems. Each system promised a thousand-year Reich, each system expected its membership to demonstrate total support and unquestioning obedience.”

During the second week of April 1933, the Witnesses launched a propaganda and preaching campaign to attract new converts. In eight days, they distributed more than two million leaflets, and by April 9 almost 25,000 followers (or 10,000 more than in 1932) took part in a major commemoration, a symbolic celebration of Christ’s sacrifice on the full moon of the spring equinox.

On April 7, 1933, the government enacted the Second Law on Centralization of the Länder with the Reich. Jehovah’s Witnesses were banned by decree in several German states, including Mecklenburg-Schwerin (April 10), Bavaria (April 13), and Saxony (April 18). (It should be noted that this was an international movement with worldwide representation, a theme to which the authors will return before addressing the advance of Nazism in Europe.)

Later that April, Minister Otto, a Lutheran Church spokesman, declared in a radio address, “The German Lutheran Church of Saxony has conscientiously adapted to the new situation and pledges itself, in close cooperation with the peoples’ political authorities, to convey the strength of the Old Testament of Jesus Christ to the entire nation. Today’s ban of Jehovah’s Witnesses and its associations in Saxony can be considered as a first manifestation of this cooperation.”

On April 22, the day after Hitler’s forty-fifth birthday, the Witnesses’ periodicals The Watch Tower and Golden Age were seized by authorities, as were its brochures The Kingdom and The Crisis. The National Socialists broke into and searched the group’s headquarters, notably the print shop in Magdeburg, and made off with all its books, which they incinerated in an enormous bonfire. The Witnesses’ headquarters was occupied and the building closed under the argument that the group had close ties to the Communists.

On April 26, the Witnesses were banned in Thuringia. The Society’s American representative protested, reminding authorities that the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society was an American entity founded under U.S. law in 1884 and thus was recognized as a legal association in Germany. A Reich decree of April 30, 1930, had classified the organization as “philanthropic and not political.” Representatives assured authorities that the group had nothing to do with Communists or the Jewish community and that its beliefs were based strictly on the Bible’s teachings. Following these clarifications, it was announced on the radio that the association could reclaim its premises. On April 29, the Magdeburg press published the following: “We have learned from official sources that the assets of the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society were confiscated because a complaint was lodged against this Association for conducting Communist propaganda . . . but the land, buildings and equipment, as well as the furniture and confiscated books, were returned to the representatives of this society.” In addition, it was officially announced that Golden Age was authorized to reappear and that Bible Students could freely spread their doctrine in Prussia. A weeklong inspection of their papers and different offices had “failed to lead to the discovery of any communist documents incriminating said society.”

Nonetheless, many Witnesses were victims of continuing extortion as they were practicing their faith. One recounted how, at the end of April 1933, a Nazi leader confiscated the leaflets he was distributing as well as his identity papers and all the money he had in his possession. This was done with the approval of the local National Socialist Party office despite the fact that no official ban on propagating such literature had yet been passed. He also recalled that a Catholic priest, on coming to the Nazi chief’s office and being told of the seized literature, remarked, “Jesus was a friend of the poor, but these works explaining the Bible must not be given to the people.” In early March, Göring spoke in Frankfurt, during which time he thundered that the repressive measures “are not hindered by any judicial considerations. I do not have to provide justice—just stamp out and exterminate—nothing else.” In May, book burnings were staged in German university towns, as the Fascists systematically consigned books and works of socialist, Communist, humanist, and Jewish authors to the flames—everything they deemed “non-German literature.” On May 15, the International Association of Bible Students was outlawed in the grand duchy of Bade, and numerous trial proceedings were instituted before special courts. There would be a total of 167 such proceedings in the grand duchy in 1933.

On June 14, the Law of Confiscation of Assets of the Enemies of the People and the State was enacted in the official record, which relates to paragraph 1 of the Law of Confiscation of Communist Fortunes of May 26, and on June 24 the Watch Tower Society was finally completely outlawed in Prussia. The Prussian interior minister’s ban stipulates (Berlin, June 24, 1933), “Under terms of Paragraph 1 of the Reich Presidential Decree of February 28, 1933 for the protection of the people and the state (R.G.B1.I.p.83) in relation to paragraph 14 P.V.G., the International Association of Bible Students, as well as all other organizations (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society, Lunen-Magdeburg, the Sect of New Apostles, etc.) are hereby dissolved and banned on the territory of the Republic of Prussia. Their assets will be seized and confiscated. Any violation of these ordinances are punishable according to paragraph 4 of the decree of February 28th 1933.” This was stated on the grounds that

hiding behind the mask of a group of seekers meeting to conduct scientific scriptural studies, the International Association of Bible Students and its secondary organizations are verbally and by writings agitating the people against the State and ecclesiastical institutions. In affirming that both are Satan’s works, they undermine the very foundations of communal life. In their numerous writings such as “Millions of Living Men Will Never Die” (page 18) “War or Peace,” “Prosperity Assured,” “The People’s Standard,” “Crimes and Calamities,” “Heaven and Purgatory,” “The Crisis,” . . . and many others, they insult State and Church institutions and, knowingly and maliciously, distort Biblical parables.

Their battle plan is characterized by influences designed to fanaticize their members; by powerful financial means and stubborn efforts of Bolshevik decay, their power increases incessantly.

It is in part due to strange ceremonies that they influence and whip up those who listen to them, instantly deranging their spiritual equilibrium.

Given the tendency of the said association’s contradiction with today’s State and its cultural and moral structure, the Students of the Bible see an adversary in the Christian-National State resulting from its national elevation and have reinforced their means of combat. This is proven by multiple hateful attacks by its leaders who have, once again, recently attacked National Socialism verbally and in writing.

The dangerous intrigues of said Association against today’s State have been reinforced by the fact that for some time former Communists and Marxists have joined their ranks hoping to find shelter and allowing them to fight the Government. The Association of Students of the Bible and its allied organizations, therefore, favor Communism and welcome into the organization the most varied elements hostile to the State, notably Communists belonging to very active organized groups. In order to fight these Communist intrigues and for the maintenance of public order and safety, this movement is dissolved.

In replacement: signed: Grauert

Secretary of the Ministerial Chancellery

This text shows the willingness of German authorities to terminate activities of the followers of the International Association of Bible Students by arbitrarily and unfairly comparing the principles of Jehovah’s Witnesses to those of Communists. It is telling that a mere three months earlier, Göring had set up the Gestapo as a political police force for the state of Prussia’s Ministry of Interior.

Despite the repression they faced, the Witnesses organized a large assembly of 7,000 members in Berlin on June 25, 1933. There the participants drafted a statement to Reich authorities to protest the persecution they faced. This statement was forwarded to all government functionaries, and two million copies were also distributed to the public. These actions triggered a swift and brutal response from police authorities.

On June 27, all police officials received orders to search Witness offices and businesses and to confiscate all materials hostile to the state. On June 28, about thirty SA troopers occupied the Watch Tower Building in Magdeburg, closing it off and hoisting the swastika flag. A police decree prohibited all Bible readings, meetings, and prayer on the premises. The official announcement was broadcast over the radio the next day.


[image: Image]

THE ENEMY IDENTIFIED

There, where books are burned, men also burn.

—Heinrich Heine

By July 1933, the NSDAP had emerged as the only approved political party in Germany. The KPD was banned in March, the SPD was banned in June, and the other parties, weakened by fear, capitulation, and collaboration, dissolved during June and July. Their organizations were banned, subverted, or absorbed. On July 14, the Law against the Reconstitution of Parties was enacted, declaring the NSDAP the only legal political party and threatening prison terms of up to three years for any attempt to form a new party or to maintain an existing one. On July 20, Reich Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick ordered all civil servants to adopt the Nazi salute as “the German salute . . . because parties in Germany have ceased to exist and the entire German Reich administration is now under the direction of Reich Chancellor Adolf Hitler.”

On July 24, the Jehovah’s Witnesses were banned throughout Germany. About three weeks later, the Nazis confiscated three truckloads of documents at the group’s Magdeburg headquarters, and during the third week of August they organized enormous public book burnings. At Magdeburg and in the surrounding region, more than sixty-five tons of books, engravings, and Bibles were reduced to ashes.

In May, public and university libraries were burned under the aegis of the so-called Bekämpfung von Schmutz und Schund operation. Publications were incinerated in other cities as well, and searches and arrests were undertaken in Mainz, Köln, and Freiburg. On July 26, another law was passed, titled the Prosecution of Intrigues against the German People, further perpetrating the regime of special and arbitrary measures against “enemies of the state.”

On August 5, the Criminal Investigation Department in Dresden issued a circular regulating the establishment and administration of concentration camps and published a list of “protective” internment camps established in the region: the Dresden Mathildenstrasse prison, the Osterstein castle at Zwickau, the Colditz prison, the Hohenstein castle, and the Sachsenburg camp near Franckenberg. This circular also stipulated that commandants and guards at these camps, not already police officials, were to be considered members of the auxiliary police. It also pointed out that “all persons placed in Schutzhaft [internment] were judged to be harmful to the ethnic German body politic and further adjudged intractible in their political opinions.”

In early October, Hermann Göring published a decree ordering police to “open fire mercilessly on distributors of tracts who fail to follow police orders immediately.” Some relief from these repressive measures resulted when, in early October, the U.S. government’s consul lodged an official protest. The ban against Jehovah’s Witnesses was partially lifted, and its printing presses were allowed to be shipped out of Germany. The newer decree had specified that “the Society’s property [be] returned so that it can use it freely, except that it is forbidden to engage in any activity, print publications or hold meetings.” In brief, although the Watch Tower Society regained its offices, it was forbidden to use them to proselytize or for public relations purposes.

Paul Balzereit, elected in November 1920, headed the German Bethel during the early 1930s. When the Magdeburg headquarters was authorized to reopen in early May 1933, he attempted to work out a compromise with the Nazi authorities. He published a statement proclaiming that the Witnesses maintained absolutely no links to political parties such as the SPD or KPD. (It should be noted, however, that Karl and Horst Kohl, two of the Watch Tower Society’s legal advisers in Munich, were members of the NSDAP.) Repression continued against their organization following the mass meeting in Berlin-Wilmersdorf in late June 1933, at which several motions reaffirming the Witnesses’ loyalty to the “National Government” were adopted. Paul Balzereit fled into exile in Prague with other leaders of the Magdeburg Bethel. There they edited the Golden Age review. Balzereit returned to Germany in March 1934. He was arrested in May 1935 and sentenced by a tribunal in December 1935 to a prison term of two and a half years. While being held at the Sachsenhausen concentration camp in December 1937, he became one of the few Witnesses to sign a statement recanting his faith. The SS further humiliated him by referring to him as “Belzebuth,” another name for the Devil, and they forced him to read his recantation before 300 Witnesses in the camp. He was released a year later. Balzereit’s actions were then severely criticized by the Watch Tower Society, especially his statements before the tribunal in Halle, where he had refused to witness his
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