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A Czechoslovakian Jewish woman and her daughter at the concentration camp at Kauntiz after liberation by the American 9th Army.
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Child survivors at Auschwitz-Birkenau on the day of the camp’s liberation by the Red Army, 27 January 1945.
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Foreword


Mémorial de la Shoah opened to the public twenty years ago this year, in January 2005. It was created by the merger of the Mémorial du Martyr Juif Inconnu (Memorial to the Unknown Jewish Martyr) and the Centre de Documentation Juive Contemporaine (Contemporary Jewish Documentation Centre), which itself was created clandestinely over 80 years ago in 1943, to collect documents bearing witness to the persecution of Jews in France.


Since then our institution has grown to become the largest Holocaust documentation centre in Europe. Its mission is to preserve, study and transmit the history and memory of the Holocaust, educate young people and train teachers from all over the world to bridge the ever-increasing gap between the men and women who were contemporaries of the Holocaust, and those who did not experience this period of history, either themselves or through the memories of their parents.


As our President, Eric de Rothschild said – it is imperative to continue this knowledge down the generations in order to construct “a rampart against oblivion, against a rekindling of hatred and contempt for man”.


This book continues our mission, reaching those who have yet, or may not get, the opportunity to visit Mémorial de la Shoah for themselves.


Mémorial de la Shoah, 2025
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Introduction


It is one of the enduring paradoxes of the 20th century that a country, which had done so much to civilize the globe, simultaneously reduced it to an unprecedented barbarism.


Germany in 1933, the year Adolf Hitler achieved power, was a country seething with resentment. Its cultural legacy could scarcely be doubted. Its industrial potential was hardly less obvious. Yet in the aftermath of the First World War, almost every single one of its pretensions had been left in tatters. Its army had been forcibly disbanded, its economy ruined. Politically, it was fragmented, seemingly beyond repair.


In the midst of this chaos, the newly elected Hitler promised not merely to reverse the country’s humiliations but also to reassert its historic destiny. This was to be the master race made startlingly real. The impact was sudden and heady, the consequences devastating.


Within 13 years, Hitler’s self-proclaimed Thousand Year Reich had been shattered, the country prostrated, its cities ruined, its industries destroyed, its people left destitute. In the process, as the world was appalled to learn, a crime of unimaginable horror had been perpetrated. Six million people had been systematically eradicated in the name of an entirely mythical Aryan racial purity.


Hitler was hardly alone in his anti-Semitism. Yet no one, before or since, had attempted to exterminate an entire people. That said, no one had ever disposed the same industrial means to put their racial fantasies into practice, or the same absolute authority to order underlings to obey him.


The consequence was murder on a scale that remains numbing. The individual suffering can only be guessed at. Horror this great defies comprehension.


An understanding of the historical circumstances that fed the Holocaust remains the essential means of making sense of this otherwise inexplicable crime. It is no less the case that its impact is most vividly understood in individual stories. Stalin is said to have asserted with his characteristic mixture of cruelty and cynicism that one death is a tragedy, a million a statistic. Whether he did or not, it remains a remarkable insight: that deliberate death on this scale can never properly be understood. The numbers are simply too great. They overwhelm, they swamp, human imaginations. The suffering is too immense to be made sense of. As a consequence, the stories of the six million who died can only be sensed rather than known. The Nazis were assiduous in destroying traces of their crimes. What remains are no more than tantalizing hints of an unrelenting brutality: scraps of hastily scribbled diaries; a handful of illicitly taken photographs; the testimonies of the traumatized few who survived.


But if the details are blurred, the reality remains: the extermination of Europe’s Jews for little better reason than that as supposed sub-humans – Untermenschen – their continued existence offended the Führer’s vision of a future dominated by an Aryan master race.


The Holocaust sets out how the Third Reich evolved from a policy of the persecution of Germany’s Jews to a precise decision to kill every single Jew in Europe. It looks at the organization of the killing centres and of the officially sanctioned hierarchy – the SS, its numerous offshoots, entire government departments, whole industries in fact, and a myriad of ordinary German citizens – that made possible these acts of terror.


It makes clear, too, that even if the Jews were Hitler’s prime target, a series of other groups – any kind of “political opponent” as well as gypsies, homosexuals, Slavs and Christians – were no less his victims. It similarly highlights the use of slave labour in the Third Reich, vast numbers deliberately worked to death in order to fulfil an increasingly improbable vision of ultimate Nazi supremacy.


It is a book, richly illustrated, compellingly written, which offers a comprehensive view of the fate of a continent’s innocents, one made more vivid still by the inclusion of a series of facsimiles of contemporary documents. It presents a gripping account of the single greatest act of mass murder the world has known.
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Survivors and their families visit Auschwitz Museum during the 74th anniversary of the camp’s liberation, 27 January 2019.













Racial Purity: the Master Race and the Untermenschen



If confusion, chaos and opportunism were the hallmarks of Nazi rule, they were nonetheless underpinned by a series of constants. Chief among them was a conviction that, as Nordic Aryan peoples, the Germans constituted a superior race, physically, intellectually and morally. They were the Übermenschen, the master race. Inevitably, the necessary correlation to this belief was that all others were inferior, members of a number of sub-species or Untermenschen, literally “under-men”.


In Nazi terms, they accounted for an alarmingly large part of the world’s population: Asians, blacks, Slavs, gypsies and, above all, Jews, who in a characteristic example of Nazi logic were regarded not as members of a religious community but of a distinct race. By extension, the handicapped and the mentally disabled, including those of Aryan extraction, were similarly relegated to these sub-strata of the degenerate.


In arriving at these violent racial prejudices, the Nazis drew heavily on a series of mostly 19th-century, pseudo-scientific, racial doctrines intended to assert the supremacy of the world’s white races, specifically of Aryan racial purity and fitness to rule. They were no less deeply influenced by the study of eugenics, another 19th-century development which maintained that “racial hygiene” – Rassenhygiene – could be attained only by the systematic elimination of “impure elements”, chiefly by enforced sterilizations, to clear the way for the Übermenschen. The blind, the deaf and epileptics, as well as the more obviously disabled, were among those who were similarly persecuted, Lebensunwertes Leben. Likewise, homosexuals, unable to add to the Aryan race, were reviled. Above all, Nazi racial credos were fed by a European tradition of anti-Semitism that dated at least from the Middle Ages even if the term itself was coined only in the 19th century.


That said, Nazi reactions to the Jews – “a parasitic race that feeds like a foul fungus on the cultures of healthy but ignorant peoples” in the words of Josef Goebbels – were coloured by the specific circumstances confronting Germany after the First World War. The Jews were denounced as not merely plotting a global conspiracy to undermine Western society – as exemplified by The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a forged document produced in Russia in 1903 purporting to demonstrate Jewish plans for world domination and widely disseminated under the Nazis – but also they were held to have been responsible for Germany’s humiliating defeat in the First World War. By the 1920s, Germany’s Jews were the arch enemies, overly powerful, and they were blamed for inflation, unemployment, the Depression, white-slavery, prostitution and the ritual murders of Gentiles. They also achieved the remarkable distinction of being simultaneously denounced as communists – Judeo-Bolsheviks – and as capitalists and profiteers.
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Aryan womanhood at its most idealized and gleaming: fertile in every sense, industrious and dutiful, underpinning racial purity and national strength.
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In 1938, ever more anti-Semitic, the Polish government declared that any Polish Jews outside the country would lose their citizenship unless they agreed to a series of arcane conditions. Fearful the 25,000 Polish Jews in Germany would become stateless, Hitler expelled them. The Polish government refused to admit them. For a number of weeks, they were forced into a hand-to-mouth existence in an increasingly squalid diplomatic no-man’s-land.





If the Nazis were always slightly more ambivalent about just where the Slavs – whether Poles, Balts, Czechs, Croats or Russians – fitted into these racial hierarchies, Slavic inferiority was never disputed. Hitler himself called the Slavs “a mass of born slaves who feel the need of a master”. Given that Lebensraum, “liferoom”, a reference to those territories in eastern Europe (namely Poland and part of the USSR) to be settled by Aryan immigrants, was so consistent a Nazi goal, it necessarily followed that there could be no compunction about removing their existing inhabitants, however violently. The imperatives of the Übermenschen demanded nothing less. That said, the idea that Europe’s Jews be murdered en masse in a Final Solution, or Endlösung, was one that evolved in response to the war in the East evolving. It was never a specific Nazi goal from the start.


Nazi views about racial purity may never have been less than confused, a hideous confection of prejudice and blood-lust directed at innocent victims, but they would prove deadly in ways even the most impassioned Nazi could scarcely have imagined.




Alfred Rosenberg (1893–1946)


Among a series of apologists who provided philosophical justifications for the Nazi’s racial policies, Rosenberg, born in what today is Estonia, was the most notorious, a virulent anti-Semite, ferociously opposed to communism and convinced of the historic necessity for Germany to expand eastwards at the expense of the Jews, Slavs and communists. His 1930 book, The Myth of the Twentieth Century, a detailed and mostly incomprehensible anti-Semitic rant, sold over one million copies. He was among the foremost denouncers of “degenerate” art, by which he meant modernism, and a persistent advocate of “Positive Christianity”, a confused attempt to reconcile Nazism, which was fundamentally atheist, with Christianity. He was executed as a war criminal following the Nuremberg Trials.




[image: ]


Alfred Rosenberg, intense and brooding, consistently dismissed by Hitler as “weak and lazy”.
















The Rise of Hitler: from Bierkeller to Berlin


In the aftermath of the First World War, Adolf Hitler, approaching his thirties, was a blandly anonymous figure. He had served courageously in the German army, and continued working as an intelligence officer, monitoring the NSDAP that he later joined. He was also disaffected, with vague and violent dreams of future greatness at obvious odds with his obscurity. Within 15 years, he was Germany’s head of state and had set in train a rule of brutality that would terrorize a continent.


The secret of Hitler’s early success was improbable for so nondescript a figure: a gift for oratory that by turns was taunting, witty, abusive, seductive and ranting. To this, he added a growing love of power for its own sake and an instinctive taste for violence. At the same time, he possessed a kind of natural recklessness, a gambler’s instinct tempered by an increasingly shrewd talent for political positioning.


Post-First World War Weimar Germany, newly democratic, fizzing with nationalist resentments over the lost war, politically chaotic, at times on the brink of civil war, and economically devastated, proved the ideal stage for Hitler’s rabble-rousing. His own politics defied conventional categorizations, mixing elements of left- and right-wing policies more or less whimsically. Almost the only consistent features were violent opposition to communists and Jews, who in Hitler’s mind were essentially interchangeable, and condemnation of the Versailles settlement, which had emasculated Germany’s armed forces and imposed crippling financial reparations. The French military occupation of the Rhineland in 1923 was a similar source of bitter national shame.


It was on the back of these resentments that the Nazis emerged as a political force. Hitler, supported by one of many paramilitary forces active in the period, the brown-shirted SA or Sturmabteilung (meaning Storm Detachment), had become leader – Führer – of the Nazis – more formally the German Workers’ National Socialist Party – in July 1921.




[image: ]


The Beer-hall Putsch of 8 and 9 November 1923 began with swaggering bravado and ended in humiliation.
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Hitler practised his speeches assiduously, striking poses in a mirror to perfect them. His command of his audiences became ever more precise.





Though he attracted the support of General Erich Ludendorff, Chief-of-Staff of the German Army in the First World War, who aimed to set up a new right-wing nationalist government, his political future seemed to have been decisively derailed in November 1923. What Hitler called the National Revolution began in a Munich beer-hall and ended in a pitched battle in the streets of the city that left 20 dead and Hitler in prison for a year. His release in December 1924 marked a new strategy. The goal now was not revolution so much as an embrace of democracy. Once installed in the German parliament, the Reichstag, the Nazis could then take over. German government was to be undermined from within.


On his release from prison, Hitler may have been able to reassert his control over a divided, squabbling Nazi party, but the elections of May 1928 saw the Nazis win a pitiful 2.6 per cent of the vote. Hitler, ever pragmatic, changed course. Left-wing policies were dumped; right-wing ones adopted. As a consequence, the Nazis began to attract support from conservatives, industrialists above all, fearful of communist agitation. Nazi electoral prospects were transformed. In the election of September 1930, they won 107 seats. As the impact of the Great Depression worsened – by 1931 unemployment reached six million – Hitler’s nationalist rhetoric was ramped up. Further elections in July and November 1932 saw the Nazis emerge as the largest party in Germany. Hitler had moved centre-stage. Reluctantly, on January 30, 1933, after intensive lobbying on his behalf by financiers and industrialists appalled at the prospect of a left-wing coalition, the German president, General Paul von Hindenburg, appointed Hitler chancellor of Germany. It was an astonishing transformation.
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Hitler in best man-of-destiny pose next to the hardly more preposterous General Ludendorff in Munich in November 1923. Firebrand met doughty servant of the state. The result was still the routing of the “National Revolution”.
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A wall of Hitler Youth and Brownshirts gaze adoringly at the Führer.







Mein Kampf


In Bavaria’s Landsberg prison after the failed putsch of November 1923, Hitler wrote a book, Mein Kampf (My Struggle). It has often been suggested that the book represented a kind of Nazi masterplan. In reality, it was little more than an incoherent, self-serving rant dressed up in pseudo-philosophical language. Hitler would later dismiss it as “fantasies from behind bars”. If Mein Kampf has any significance beyond the fact that the money it made allowed Hitler a modest financial independence, it is that it made plain that there was never a coherent Nazi political goal beyond the pursuit of power for its own sake.













State Security: Himmler’s Empire of Terror


Nazi Germany was a state built on terror, terror directed against its own people as much as against its enemies. It was sustained by a vast edifice of secret policemen, informers, security agents and military forces operating outside any law and answerable to the most powerful man in Nazi Germany after Hitler, Heinrich Himmler, who was from 1929 head of the SS, and from 1936 head of all German security forces.


By 1944, the SS, or Schutzstaffel (Defence Corps), had become a major military force, with 40 divisions and almost one million men. Yet it had begun, in 1925, reformed from an earlier unit, as no more than a sub-unit of the SA, albeit charged as Hitler’s personal bodyguard. It was the SA (led by Ernst Röhm) who were the original, strutting paramilitary face of the Nazis, swaggeringly terrorizing anyone they saw as enemies of the state. Jews and communists were their preferred victims. By the early thirties, the SA numbered three million.


Röhm’s insistence after Hitler was made chancellor in 1933 that the SA become, in effect, the new German army under Röhm’s command not only ensured bitter opposition from the (much smaller) army proper, but also guaranteed the hostility of the leading Nazis, fearful that Röhm’s dominance could only come at their expense. Given that Röhm, aggressively homosexual (as was much of the leadership of the SA) and frequently drunk, was prone to making inflammatory statements about Hitler, it was easy to fake evidence that he was also planning to overthrow him.
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Heinrich Himmler, the architect of terror, pictured in the mid-1930s. His thwarted ambitions to become a soldier in the pre-Nazi German army found a terrifying outlet in his leadership of the SS.
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There was little the SA enjoyed more than reinforcing their anti-Jewish propaganda by their bullying, sneering street presence.





As part of a general elimination of political rivals – the Night of the Long Knives – in mid-summer 1934, Hitler struck. Röhm and his senior SA colleagues were ordered to a Bavarian lakeside resort, Bad Wiessee. There at dawn on June 30 Hitler himself arrested him. Two days later, Röhm was executed. The remaining SA leadership was purged.


The way was cleared for Himmler, colourless, crankily obsessed with Nordic folklore, fanatically obsessed with Aryan racial purity and resolutely loyal to Hitler, to establish the most elaborate apparatus of state tyranny yet devised.
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