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The military battles and diplomatic wrangling of World War II in Europe reached a bittersweet conclusion for many Europeans: the defeat of Nazi Germany, to be sure, but also the advance of Soviet power on the continent. For many East Europeans, in particular, the Soviet postwar occupation remains a much more consequential part of their historical consciousness than the Nazi control of Europe that preceded it. For many West Europeans occupied by or allied with the Germans, the overwhelming image of Nazi evil conveniently blots out their own collaboration and connivance with German aims. Black-and-white evaluations of national virtue or immorality in World War II usually do not hold up under close scrutiny. True, Hitler and “the bad guys” lost; a new and much more civilized Europe eventually emerged from the rubble and ashes of the old. But along with the contests on the battlefield and the machinations of international politics, the process of victory contained within itself a whole series of unpredictable and ironic twists of fate. It is at this level of how the war was experienced by Europeans that István Deák excels and Europe on Trial is so important. This is not the war that most Europeans want to remember today, nor is it the war analyzed in grand military and diplomatic histories.


István Deák is Seth Low Professor Emeritus at Columbia University. He is the author of a number of prizewinning studies of the history of the late Habsburg monarchy.1 But Deák has also exhibited an abiding interest in World War II as a test case of the societal and moral mettle of Europeans. He coedited and wrote a pioneering study of retributive justice in postwar Europe with Tony Judt and Jan Gross and authored a series of important review essays in the New York Review of Books and the New Republic that explored the most recent literature about such topics as the Holocaust, collaboration, and resistance.2 Many of these articles were published in his 2001 Essays on Hitler’s Europe.3 The culmination of this work and thinking is Europe on Trial. Deák’s final verdict on how well the Europeans withstood the moral and ethical challenges of the war is not that of a judge, who determines the guilt or innocence of the accused. Yet the feeling the reader has when putting down the book is that the case for the prosecution is stronger, while that for the defense, which understandably dominates the national consciousness of the individual peoples of Europe today, is considerably weaker. Even the Germans have begun to talk about being victims, as well as perpetrators.


Behind Deák’s work is a depth of moral passion that comes, perhaps, from his own youthful experiences in wartime Hungary, including a stint in a forced-labor battalion and being a witness to the siege of Budapest toward the end of the war.4 But that passion never gets in the way of his deep respect for the actual circumstances that dictated historical choices. Constantly, he asks the reader: What would you do if you were in the position of a poor Polish peasant, begged by Jews to hide them, or of an unemployed Norwegian youth, urged by the Quisling government to join the Waffen SS, or of a Serb resistance fighter, caught between the terror of the German occupation and hostile threats of the Communist partisans? What would you do as a government official in orderly Holland under Nazi rule? Would you have efficiently and dutifully supplied the Nazis with a list of Jews, who would eventually be transported to Auschwitz and eliminated? He even asks us to put ourselves in the place of the German occupiers. What you would do if you were a Wehrmacht official in Italy (or France or Poland), faced daily with attacks and bombings that killed and maimed your soldiers and undermined your military efforts? Would you have ordered the execution of civilians or prisoners as reprisals? And if so, how many executions would have been justified?


In Deák’s rendition of the war, the dilemmas that individuals faced reflect on an everyday level the egregious cynicism of high politics in war. Take the Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 1939, in which the Soviets precipitously abandoned their principled antifascism in order to reap the potential benefits of a German war in the West and to incorporate the eastern parts of Poland (western Belorussia and western Ukraine) into the Soviet Union. The Soviets waited until the Nazis had defeated the Poles and seized Warsaw before invading the East. During their occupation of eastern Poland, they murdered twenty-two thousand Polish officers and officials and deported an even larger number of their family members to camps in northern Kazakhstan. When asked by Polish officials what happened to their officers, Soviet officials initially responded that they must have left the country through central Asia. Later Soviet officials blamed the massacre on the Nazis and denied complicity until the very end of the Soviet Union. These cynical moves do not, of course, say anything about the brutal secret protocols of the pact that gave Stalin license to incorporate the Baltic states and Bessarabia (Moldova) into the Soviet Union.


Or think about the relations between Hungary and Romania during the war, both of which professed loyalty to their alliance with Nazi Germany while using every available opportunity, of which there were many, to attack and undermine the efforts of the other in the hopes of seizing territory that each believed was theirs. In fact, Deák tells us, one of the reasons the Nazis could advance their armies so swiftly from one end of the continent to the other was the unwillingness of potential opponents to give up their antagonisms toward each other in order to face the Nazi threat. In general, the Europeans would rather have allowed the Germans to have their way on the continent than give up their sometimes quite petty squabbles with their neighbors. This is as true in the Low Countries and Scandinavia as it was in Eastern Europe. The French, thought to be powerful militarily and ready to fight to the death for their sovereignty, did everything they could to keep their Nazi occupiers happy with them. Vichy France was a near-perfect government of collaborators, while occupied Paris too easily made the Germans feel welcome and at home.


The self-serving hypocrisy of states during this period captures only a part of the deeply ironic character of the instructive “war stories” told by Deák. The Austrians, for example, were among Hitler’s most ardent supporters and, even more consequentially, served the Nazis in crucial military, political, and economic functions. Yet they were designated by the Allies as the first “victims” of the Nazis in the Moscow Declaration of October 1943. The peaceable and pragmatic Danes conspired with local Nazi officials to organize the dramatic sea rescue of the Danish Jews from certain destruction. Yet the Danes were an official ally of Nazi Germany and even joined the Anti-Comintern Pact in November 1941.


German officers and Nazi officials themselves sometimes behaved quite well, even nobly, in Western Europe, indeed even better than could be expected in the situation of occupation and war. At the same time, they pursued bestial policies in Poland, Russia, and Ukraine, killing, torturing, burning, and terrorizing their way through the region, sometimes enlisting Poles, Balts, Russians, Ukrainians, and others to help them with their dirty work, sometimes turning on their helpmates and destroying them and their families. Meanwhile, local peoples sometimes used the temporary favor of the Nazis to advance their own causes against their local ethnic rivals. The unpredictable behavior of the occupied peoples combined with the divergent goals of the Nazi occupiers leave us with a kaleidoscopic picture of European life during the war. No two situations were alike; variability was the rule.


This then brings us to the Holocaust, the Shoah, or to what the Nazis called the “Final Solution to the Jewish Question.” The Third Reich’s determination to murder all the Jews of Europe developed over time. Crucial was a series of murderous decisions made in conjunction with Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, and the escalating violence on the Eastern front. Generally, Deák does not dwell on the much-studied “road to genocide” and elimination of the Jews by mass executions or in death camps. Instead, he uses a wide-angle lens on his historical camera to capture disheartening scenes of Jewish persecution from across the continent. The common denominator was that very few Europeans came to the aid of their Jewish brethren. True, there was not much they could do. But it was also the case that the Holocaust could never have been accomplished with the efficiency and completeness that it was without the active participation of hundreds of thousands of non-German Europeans and the indifference of tens of millions of others.


As the scene shifts from Norway or Poland to Italy or Slovakia, the dynamics of Jewish persecution differed. Deák tells some familiar stories of “saving Jews” in Denmark and Bulgaria, as well as describes instances of individual and group heroism, including that of scattered pockets of Jewish resisters. But the overall picture is deeply depressing. Europeans routinely identified, seized, abused, transported, persecuted, guarded, and executed the Jews, often without any orders to do so, not to mention as a consequence of coercion on the part of the Germans. Some did it out of avarice and greed, some out of anti-Semitic hatred and nationalist resentments, some simply because the opportunity seemed to be there. Here, it should be clear: Europe and Europeans did not pass the test of the war. It was—and remains—too easy to blame just Hitler and the Nazis. For survivors and their families, there are both bitterness and some satisfaction that nearly seventy years after the destruction, new museums go up all over the continent that remember and mourn the loss of a vibrant and unique European civilization that is gone forever.


The end of the war did not bring peace, nor did it curtail the radical consequences of the social and political change that characterized Nazi rule and resistance. Continuities between the wartime period and the postwar one are much more profound than between the prewar period and the war. In many countries—Poland, Latvia, France, Ukraine, and Italy among them—civil war erupted on the heels of the Nazi retreat and continued, in some East European cases, until the early 1950s. Hitler had unleashed an earthquake of anti-Semitism during the war that continued after war’s end with aftershocks of pogroms and persecution in Poland, Hungary, and elsewhere. East Europeans—Czechs, Poles, Hungarians, Yugoslavs—seemed to have absorbed the lessons of Nazi ethnic cleansing by brutally expelling their German populations that had often lived in those localities for centuries. Sanctioned by Allied decisions at Potsdam in July and August 1945, the forced removal of some 13 million Germans—along with the elimination of the Jews—permanently altered the social and political, not to mention cultural, landscape of Eastern Europe.


Coursing throughout Deák’s treatment of this history is a strong sense of the ultimate injustice of it all, even if many perpetrators faced some measure of punishment for their crimes after the war. The spontaneous retribution that took place in newly liberated Europe, whether in France, Belgium, Norway, or Yugoslavia, did not seem calibrated to the specific crimes committed by the actual collaborators and oppressors. Women who harmed no one by their actions had their hair shorn and were otherwise humiliated and brutalized, often because they had relationships with German soldiers, sometimes—though not always—simply to survive or keep their families fed and sheltered. Thousands of completely innocent Norwegian babies fathered by German soldiers were denied citizenship by the postwar Norwegian government. Yet major Nazi criminals escaped criminal justice by escaping to South America and even being recruited to Soviet, British, or American military establishments. The onset of the Cold War meant that countless fascists and Nazis became upstanding members of postwar police and civil administrations on both sides of the Iron Curtain.


The Nuremberg Tribunal, while setting an important precedent for trying war crimes and crimes against humanity, hypocritically, if understandably, omitted the crimes of the Allied victors, most notably the Soviet Union. There can be no question that this was “victors’ justice.” It is hard to imagine it could have been otherwise. Even at that, only a handful of Nazi perpetrators were convicted and hanged for some of the most vicious crimes of the century. On balance, Deák reminds us, there was some measure of justice achieved at Nuremberg and in the thousands of trials that took place across the continent. But just like the difficulty European citizens faced when dealing with moral issues during the conflict, it was hard to achieve the right pitch in prosecuting war criminals, while trying to rebuild societies and polities after the war. Imperfect as it often is, “history” itself may be the best means of all to seek justice. But the craft of history requires the readiness to accept ambiguity and the imperfectability of human behavior; it means understanding the challenges faced by victims, perpetrators, and those in between; and it demands respect for the facts as we know them. István Deák is a master craftsman. Every student of World War II should read this book.


NORMAN M. NAIMARK


Stanford University
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PREFACE
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The origins of this book lie in the death of a young Hungarian journalist, Béla Stollár, whom Hungarian fascist Arrow Cross militiamen killed in a gun battle toward the end of World War II, during which Hungary had been Nazi Germany’s ally. It happened on Christmas Eve in 1944; Béla was my sister’s fiancé. About six members of his larger group, made up mainly of military deserters and Jewish escapees from forced-labor companies, died with him. Because he had not been a member of the underground Communist Party—on the contrary, because he had never hidden his dislike of the Communists—later, under Communist rule, Béla Stollár was memorialized by a narrow little street in the heart of Budapest, named after him. And even this street, where he actually died, was eventually halved by a large new government building. Today, hardly anyone in Hungary remembers his name, even though the country’s anti-Nazi resistance movement was a minuscule affair. Only in Jerusalem did the Yad Vashem Museum, in 2003, recognize him as one of the “Righteous Among the Nations,” a distinction given to persons of non-Jewish origin who risked their lives to save Jewish lives. Béla Stollár was one of the few Europeans who actually gave their lives so that others may have lived.


What followed at that time was my sister’s indescribable suffering, our family’s worry about the loss of a protector, and my sadness over the disappearance of a “wise old” friend—he was twenty-seven and I eighteen at that time. The terrible historical problems hidden in this seemingly simple story of heroism and self-sacrifice dawned on me only many decades later and slowly convinced me to try to take up the themes. In fact, in Béla Stollár’s tragedy, we find many of the contradictory features of wartime collaboration, resistance, and retribution. What did he and his companions die for? Was their goal worth the sacrifice? One of his group’s purposes was to help those who were threatened by death simply for being Jews. But Stollár and friends also planned to seize a neighboring newspaper building, just before the arrival of the Soviet Red Army, which at that time was already besieging Budapest. There they would set up the liberated city’s first free, democratic, but definitely non-Communist-oriented newspaper. Yet what were their chances of setting up anything while major armies were clashing in the streets? How long would the paper have lasted before falling under Communist control or being suppressed by the new Communist authorities?


Also, could we not say that members of the Arrow Cross militia against them were similar ideologues who risked their lives for a cause, even if it was an unworthy cause? In fact, the Arrow Cross men were mostly bandits who, rather than fighting for their cause by battling the Soviet Red Amy at the front, preferred to search out, rob, and kill Jews. But what about the “bystanders,” the building superintendent and his wife whom the Arrow Cross accused of having sheltered the resistance group and who were shot dead on the spot? Or the uninvolved couple who happened to be visiting the superintendent at the time and were, too, shot? Or the more than a dozen Jewish civilians who happened to be hiding in the building and without this incident may have remained undiscovered and unharmed? (The Red Army would conquer the area in three weeks.) How many innocent bystanders constitute reasonable “collateral damage” for any resistance activity?


The problem of “duty” in connection with Béla Stollár’s life and martyrdom has been a further inspiration for me. Who in this incident actually did his duty and a duty to whom: God, country, the government, justice, humanity? Stollár, a civilian, had been drafted into the military during the war and, as an excellent sports journalist and champion stenographer, was posted to the Ministry of Defense with the rank of sergeant. There he had access to documents and weapons that enabled him to provide persecuted Jews with false identity cards and to create his seemingly legal resistance group, which was then betrayed. According to law, he was a mutineer and a traitor, yet what he actually tried to do was save an important public building from destruction in the Hungarian capital whose military defense and total destruction helped, at most, the Germans but not the Hungarians.


There were nearly forty thousand Hungarian combat soldiers besieged in what Hitler called “Fortress Budapest.” They had taken the same military oath as Stollár. Many of them went into hiding and put on civilian clothes; others did not dare leave their ranks for fear of execution, but, certainly, many officers and men were convinced that they were doing their duty by continuing to fight. Never mind the useless and definitely lost war.


Was the Hungarian government at that time entitled to expect obedience from any of its uniformed and nonuniformed citizens? On December 24, 1944, more than half of the country was already in Soviet hands, while the pro-Nazi government had fled the capital. German troops had been occupying Hungary since March 1944, but the old royal Hungarian army remained a staunch ally of Germany. Meanwhile, a provisional national assembly that the Soviet high command had helped to set up in an eastern Hungarian city formed a provisional antifascist coalition government, which, on December 23, sued for an armistice with the Soviet Union. The message was communicated by radio to besieged Budapest. Frankly, neither government was “legitimate,” for one had been created by a German SS coup d’état in October and the other was being organized by the Soviet Red Army. Later, under Communist rule, only “determined enemies of fascism” were considered patriots; in today’s nationalist, conservative, “Christian” Hungary, the public and the law are inclined in the opposite direction.


One aspect of Stollár’s life and death inspires only negative thoughts in me: to the best of my knowledge, no one was investigated and none sentenced for what occurred during that event. Polite, modest, brilliantly intelligent, and cultivated, Béla Stollár did, then, have a great influence on my development and work, although, to be honest, I never showed an inclination to imitate his heroism and self-sacrifice.
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By 1948, three years after the liberation of Hungary, the postwar democratic coalition government had been fatally undermined by its Communist members. I then successfully conspired to leave for France, sensing, correctly, that soon no one would be allowed to go anywhere. Paris was a young East European’s dream, the city of Jean-Paul Sartre, of Albert Camus, and of “existentialism,” which many in France interpreted, strangely, as meaning no need for cleanliness. In the hotel room I occupied for a monthly rent of five US dollars, cleanliness was a near impossibility in any case. In reality, French life at that time was dominated by government crises, the war en Indochine, seemingly dangerous Communist bids for power, and the memory of wartime collaboration and resistance, followed by “the purges.” From conversations at the Sorbonne, where I attempted to restart my studies of medieval history and geography, it became clear to me that some people had “done it all” during the war. There had been many true heroes whom one idolized, but there were also those who had alternately worked with the German occupiers, opposed the Germans, fought against other French people, and, at war’s end, helped to punish the guilty, often in order to turn attention away from their own guilt. Refugee life for me was similarly one of contradictions: utter poverty and near starvation, interrupted by unauthorized physical labor and by sudden, surprising assistance tendered by American relief organizations.


Part-time study at the Sorbonne was rewarding, even though most lectures consisted of famous old men reading aloud their notes, which, in a mimeographed form, were purchasable anyway in front of the lecture halls. Final exams were, however, most challenging, with their ruthless insistence on phenomenal factual knowledge and absolutely impeccable French. The names of those who had passed a test toward the licence ès lettres were posted on the wall, and that was it. The desperately hoped-for route to scholarly glory in France was closed to me in any case, a refugee bogged down by the mutually unobtainable work permit and the permit for a long-term stay in France. Nor could I hope, as foreign born, for a teaching position in a state high school—and there were scarce other types of high schools in the country.


Thanks to UN-arranged international agreements, travel and even temporary work abroad were available for us, passportless refugees, such as harvesting potatoes in surprisingly impoverished Great Britain. And thus, after some illegal journalistic activity at the newspaper Combat of World War II resistance fame, I applied for and received a position at Radio Free Europe (RFE) in Munich, at first as an archivist-librarian and later as an editor. This allowed me to take some courses at two Munich-based universities. It was again a very different life, marked by those of us RFE employees who had been hired from outside Germany, enjoying, in an awkward way, the considerable privileges of an officer of the American occupation forces. This US-sponsored and- funded Cold War institution enabled us to broadcast programs to Eastern Europe that, in the final analysis, must have done some good to people who at home were basically told nothing but lies. But because this employment brought great difficulties to my poor family at home, I used the occasion to emigrate, in 1956, to the first country that was willing to receive me permanently: the United States.


In Paris I had once been a great fan of Garry Davis, a World War II US bomber pilot, who around 1948 declared himself a world citizen and tried to turn in his passport at the US Embassy. Davis invited others to register for “world citizenship,” which twenty thousand of us did with great enthusiasm but, of course, to no avail. The world was definitely not “one.” I met with the real “one world,” however, upon my arrival in New York, on a very warm night, in a small supermarket in Manhattan. No one in the store could put together a decent sentence in English, yet no one cared, and I have been at home here ever since.


Although no doubt hospitable, the United States too was a world of contradictions: at Columbia University, where I was accepted as a graduate student in history, based on my piles of semidiplomas from Budapest, Paris, and Munich, registration insisted that I state my race (“Caucasian”) and my religion, although the latter soon became “facultative,” and the stating of race was eventually forbidden. It was later reinstituted in the interest of “affirmative action.”


The sense of absolute personal freedom has not left me since, in my undoubtedly privileged position, and I even came to terms, gradually, with the great anxiety and contradiction of my life: my “Semitic” ancestry and my strict Roman Catholic upbringing. I tried to forget both but never could because, fundamentally, what knowledge I have comes from my Cistercian monk-teachers in Budapest, and what I have been living with for many years now, as have many others, is the memory of the Holocaust. Once unknown as a term and nearly ignored as a problem, the Holocaust is today a universal theme.


In many ways, Columbia University has changed little during the past sixty-odd years—not the power structure, or really the teaching methods. The direction is clearly, however, toward the equality of genders and internationalization from which only a few domestic minorities have not been able to draw great benefits. I myself was pulled away by gentle pressure from medieval and Western European history toward modern Central and Eastern Europe. The world was tremendously interested in the goings on within the “Soviet bloc.” I have been shifting my emphasis ever since among such themes as cultural politics in the Weimar Republic, the Hungarian national revolution of 1849–1849, the death of multinational empires, World Wars I and II, fascism, socialism, nationalism, and the officer corps of the Habsburg Austro-Hungarian army. The latter was made up of eleven nationalities, and I am convinced that the officers, also from eleven nationalities, did much better than generally supposed in enabling Central Europeans to live together and to thrive in the pre–World War I decades. Even generals from the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) wanted to hear from me about it, all in the interest of eventually building a Pan-European army. But, of course, nothing has come from it as yet.


Researching the thick dossiers of officers, full of unbelievably detailed and often intimate information in the Vienna and other military archives, was a great joy; I recommend such types of social historical analysis to all.


All this would have been impossible without my new American family, a university that has paid my salary and benefits unfailingly through economic crises and student revolts and always permits you to say anything you would like to the students. What luck!


For the rest of this preface, let me thank the individuals who have done the most to make this book possible. There is, first of all, Fritz Stern at Columbia University, who more than fifty years ago wisely guided my doctoral dissertation on Carl von Ossietzky, the martyr of German intellectual resistance. Von Ossietzky received the Nobel Prize for Peace for 1935, when he was in a Nazi jail, and he died in 1938, still in Nazi custody. Let me continue the list of thanks with Leon Wieseltier and Robert Silvers, editors, respectively, of the New Republic and the New York Review of Books, who over several decades invited me to write a total of well over a hundred review articles on books that, in their majority, dealt with World War II events. There were also stimulating “exchanges” with critics on the pages of the two great journals. Leon Wieseltier is himself a prolific writer; Robert Silvers is the world’s most exacting editor, who not only is conversant with the various subjects that new books bring his way but goes into battle with the reviewer over every comma as well as over any conceivable world historical concern.


Two outstanding historians of contemporary Europe, Tony Judt and Jan T. Gross, were kind enough to make me a partner in the preparation of a number of international conferences on immediate post–World War II Europe, partly sponsored by the Institute of Human Sciences in Vienna and its late leader, Krzysztof Michalski. I also worked with Tony and Jan in writing and editing a successful collection of essays on the politics of retribution in postwar Europe.


Special thanks are due to Bálint Magyar, who put at my disposal a copy of the valuable essay he wrote as a student at Budapest University, in 1971, on the so-called Hungarian Freedom Movement, in which Béla Stollár’s “Klotild Street Group” played an essential role. Between 1996 and 1998, Bálint Magyar served as Hungary’s minister of education.


For the rest, I list in alphabetical order some of the many who helped me in collecting my thoughts and in writing them down in a reasonable order. Some among these helpers read and corrected my manuscript; others again became the source and inspiration of specific chapters in the book. They are Tarik Amar, Gergely Baics, Csaba Békés, Volker Berghahn, Peter Black, Sally Carr, Holly A. Case, Michael Chad, Mateja Fajt, Jennifer Foray, Tibor Frank, Ben Frommer, Charles Gati, Emily Greble, Paul Hanebrink, Pieter Judson, László Karsai, Andrew Kornbluth, Katherine Lebow, Ann Major, Sanford Malter, Mark Mazower, Dan McMillan, Judith Molnár, Éva D. Peck, Tom Peck, Attila Pók, Ivan Sanders, András Simonovits, Mitja Velikonja, and Nancy Wingfield.


As at first I had no idea what was involved in writing a textbook, I am grateful to Priscilla McGeehon, who introduced me to the idea, and I am now particularly grateful to the wonderful Kelli Fillingim and her associates Victoria Henson, Sandra Beris, and Annette Wenda.


Let me also express my gratitude to Drs. Jerry Gliklich and Bret Taback, both at Columbia University Medical Center, who with great ingenuity and enormous goodwill are keeping the author in good-enough shape to write these lines.


My dear wife, Gloria Deák, assisted me in innumerable ways all the while she was writing her own book.


If a few more people in this country become seriously interested in such subjects as life under foreign occupation, the duties of a citizen toward the occupier and toward his own countrymen, and how the victims of wartime persecution could have been helped by a little more compassion, then my efforts have not been in vain.


ISTVÁN DEÁK


New York, 2014




Introduction
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Countries that fell under Hitler’s reign in the early and mid-twentieth century experienced armed conflict, foreign occupation, aerial bombardments, persecution, concentration camps, and, what is perhaps less well known, ferocious civil and ethnic wars. It is hard, of course, to generalize about a region that at its greatest extended from the Arctic tip of Norway to the Pyrenees on the French-Spanish border and from the French port of Calais to the highest peaks of the Caucasus. In all of these places, and everywhere in between, German soldiers and policemen were numerous enough to rule the land but not enough to control every town, village, and forest. As a consequence, national governments, local authorities, native populations, and diverse social classes and interest groups, as well as many individuals, were eager, for myriad reasons, to tolerate the inevitable presence of, actively collaborate with, or oppose the ruling Germans. Great industrialists in France, for example, were generally eager to serve and profit from the German war effort, but millions of young Frenchmen resented—and often resisted—the compulsory labor service that would take them to Germany. Others, such as writers, poets, actors, artists, and journalists of France, were drawn in both directions. Much depended on where and when a person confronted the dilemma of passive accommodation, active collaboration, or resistance. The most formidable change in outlook was brought about less by local developments than by the victory of the Soviets over the German Sixth Army at Stalingrad on the Volga River in the winter of 1942–1943. This faraway event caused millions of Europeans to begin to doubt that Germany would win the war, which in turn started a sea change—from accommodation or collaboration to greater and greater forceful opposition to the Nazis.


In all of Europe, only two major groups had no chance to choose between accommodation, collaboration, or resistance. One of these groups was the Polish people, who, except on the level of local bureaucratic and police activity, especially in helping to hunt down Jewish fugitives, were not offered the opportunity to work politically or militarily with the German occupiers. The other group was, of course, the Jews, whom Hitler had collectively sentenced to death. The fate of the ethnic Russians, the third archenemy in the eyes of the Nazis, was, however, quite different. Although millions of them were killed as prisoners of war (POWs) or simply as innocent civilians, hundreds of thousands of other Russians were allowed and willing to serve in the German armed forces.*


Unlike the passive accommodators, who formed the vast majority of the Europeans, both collaborators and resisters tried to use the German presence in their midst to secure their individual and group futures. They also seized the opportunity to rid their country of domestic enemies, be they militant and armed groups or such helpless victims as the Jews.


This book will try to show that whereas the German conquest was the fundamental provocation for drastic changes in European politics and society, the war and the German presence were not the only reasons social upheavals and revolutions engulfed Europe in those years.


Similarly, it would be a mistake to see World War II in Europe as a period when the German soldiers conquered and then, in due time, were driven out by the Allies—whereupon life more or less returned to normal. This may have been true for a few lucky Western and northern European countries, but, in other places, the Germans were not alone in conquering and occupying territory. The Soviets grabbed large areas in Europe during those years, as did Germany’s allies, including Italy, Finland, Hungary, Romania, Croatia, and Bulgaria. In consequence, many countries, at least in Eastern Europe, experienced not two but three or four foreign occupations; people in these areas were forced to choose repeatedly between accommodation, resistance, and collaboration. Consider, for instance, that in today’s Ukrainian city of Lvív (previously called Lemberg, Lvov, and Lwow, depending on who was the city’s master), it was most advantageous, until World War I, to call oneself a loyal subject of His Majesty the Austrian Emperor Francis Joseph or, between 1918 and 1939, a Polish patriot. But between 1939 and 1941, the survival instinct dictated enthusiastic devotion to the Soviet Union and Joseph Stalin. Between 1941 and 1944, it became a matter of life and death not to offend the German Nazis, while after 1944 the people of Lvív once again had to show boundless admiration for Stalin. (Today, Lvív is in Ukraine, but by the end of World War II many of the city’s original inhabitants had been killed, deported, or driven out. In fact, by 1945 all Poles, Germans, and Jews were nearly gone, their place taken instead by Ukrainians and by immigrants from deep inside the Soviet Union.)


Simultaneous with the process of land grabbing was the greatest ethnic cleansing in European history, primarily but by far not exclusively in the form of the “Final Solution of the Jewish Question.”* The latter program attempted to eliminate a group of perhaps 9 million people from the face of the earth. The fact that, at the end of the war, only about a third of the Jews in Hitler’s Europe had survived, or, to put it differently, nearly two-thirds of them had been killed, was due, on the one hand, to the grim determination of the Germans and their many European helpers to exterminate the Jews and, on the other hand, to Allied victory and the humanitarian impulse of some Europeans. We will therefore examine the various forms of collaboration with and resistance to the German Nazis in the “Jewish Question” by governments allied to Germany as well as by peoples, groups, and individuals. Sympathy for or hostility to National Socialist ideology was only one of many factors in the complex game of determining the fate of the Jews in Europe at that time.


Although it remains a mystery how one statesman, Hitler, and one nation, the Germans, were able to so drastically alter the face of an entire continent, we must also note that German power was more limited than is generally assumed. With regard to the Jews, for instance, the Nazis would never have succeeded to the extent that they did without the enthusiastic collaboration of many non-German Europeans. Conversely, the survival of many Jews would have been inconceivable without the opposition of many non-Germans to the Nazi presence. Moreover, throughout the war there were countries associated with Germany, such as Finland and Bulgaria, where Hitler’s orders had no validity, as well as vast areas, such as German-occupied central Russia and parts of Yugoslavia, from which armed partisans again and again drove out the German troops.


Although the term accommodation or passive accommodation will occur repeatedly in this book, and although such behavior was characteristic of the vast majority of people in Hitler’s Europe, little discussion is needed regarding its definition. Clearly, there were people who tried to get by under foreign occupation, who hoped to survive the war unscathed, and who wished to remain nonpolitical. For them, both collaboration and resistance were unwelcome, even threatening, activities. For many if not most Europeans, the collaborator was a wild-eyed fanatic who tried to get your son to join the Waffen SS (the combat troops of the Nazi SS organization) on the Russian front or to work in a German factory, while the resister was yet another fanatic, likely to be a ragged and unappetizing foreigner who sabotaged train travel and wanted your son to go to the forest and risk being killed there by the Germans or by rival partisan groups.


The nature and character of accommodation varied greatly, as did its boundaries. What if you were doing a good job in a factory producing guns for Germany? What if you were doing a bad job? Did the first make you a collaborator and the second a resister, leaving only those in the middle to practice accommodation? Your work and that of your fellow engineers may have had a crucial influence on German war production.


What about those who during the German occupation simply continued to pursue their harmless peacetime occupations, like Pablo Picasso, for instance, or the world-famous French singer and actor Maurice Chevalier? More than merely performing on the stage in Paris, often before an audience of German soldiers, Chevalier visited French POW camps in Germany, talked to German reporters, and sang for the poor captives. This was a big propaganda coup for Germany, and, as a result, both the Nazis and the French Resistance saw Chevalier as a collaborator, the first in a positive and the second in a negative sense. After the war he was indicted and tried for treason, and subsequently acquitted, but the United States and Great Britain continued to reject his visa application even after his acquittal.


It also made a great difference where you practiced accommodation; for instance, it was easy to do so in the British Channel Islands, which the Germans occupied from 1940 to 1945 and where the soldiers behaved impeccably. It was more difficult to be accommodating in occupied Russia, where the Germans and their allies routinely burned down villages, drove away or killed all domestic animals, and often shot people indiscriminately. It was also easier to adjust to the German occupation where there were few or no occupiers; it is a pity that there is no statistical data on how many people in Hitler’s Europe lived through the war without meeting with a German soldier or policeman.


Despite their best efforts to stay neutral, many among the bystanders could not escape their fate, either. Some were taken hostage and killed by the Germans, others died as innocent civilians in partisan attacks on German soldiers, and still others were forced to take a political stand by local fanatics or died of starvation because, being without influence and connections, they received no help from either side.


World War II spared no one in Europe completely. Admittedly, it was much easier to survive in relative comfort in Denmark, whose inhabitants the Germans treated with kid gloves, than in Poland, where literally no one was exempt from the wrath of the occupiers. Moreover, in Poland both German and Soviet occupiers were keen on exterminating the intelligentsia while brutally exploiting the rest of the population.


This book will show how collaboration and resistance took many forms during the war. The former ranged from offering a glass of water to a thirsty German soldier all the way to assisting the Gestapo—as the most formidable of the German political police force was called—by denouncing, hunting down, torturing, and killing potential and real resisters. Conversely, the latter extended from wearing a patriotic badge hidden under one’s lapel to serving and dying in a partisan army, as was the case for hundreds of thousands of Yugoslavs, Poles, and Soviet citizens. And many questions are still open. For instance, how should one judge black-market activities, which weakened German control over the citizens but also often deprived the poor of sustenance? Should a bakers’ strike for better pay count as an act of resistance, even though it harmed the bakers’ compatriots more than it harmed the Germans, who simply seized the available bread? This, as we will see, is only the beginning of the complications. Were Polish “blue policemen” collaborators or resisters who, during their workweek, hunted down Jews in hiding to hand them over to the German police but on weekends met with fellow anti-Nazis in an attempt to blow up a German military train? And what to think of the Hungarian coal miners, many of whom belonged to their country’s National Socialist Party, who went on strike for better wages in October 1940 against the Jewish mine owners? By this act, the miners indirectly prevented some Hungarian heavy industrial plants, equally owned by Jews, from making weapons for the Germans. The strike, directed by Hungarian Nazi leaders, was finally crushed by the Hungarian army units, at the request of the German government.


To be sure, timing played a crucial role in all this: changes at the battlefront made resisters out of collaborators, although many performed both functions simultaneously. After all, in order to be able to cause havoc in the German transportation system at the time of the Normandy invasion, for instance, one had to be a high-ranking French railroad functionary who was enjoying the confidence of the Germans.


Such developments do not mean that there were no genuine anti-Nazis who risked their lives throughout the war in fighting for freedom, for democracy, and, very often, for some form of socialism. There were also those who never wavered in their allegiance to Hitler. As late as April 1945, thousands of young Scandinavian, Belgian, and French volunteers in the Waffen SS gave their lives for him while defending the entrance to the Chancellery Bunker in Berlin.


It should be clear by now that one of our greatest problems will be to define properly the terms collaboration and resistance as well as to fit specific groups and individuals into these categories. It should also be evident that there were vast regional differences between Western and southern Europe, on the one hand, and Eastern as well as southeastern Europe, on the other hand. And while the German SS committed terrible atrocities in France and Italy, it was never without some provocation by the anti-Nazi resistance. Overall, German war crimes in the West were restrained in comparison with German brutality in Eastern Europe and the Balkans. In Poland, the Baltic countries, the German-occupied parts of the Soviet Union, and Greece and Yugoslavia, there was plenty of partisan provocation for the unleashing of German fury. In those countries the SS and the German army, called the Wehrmacht, also killed for the pleasure of killing or in order to change the local ethnic makeup. It was as if there were two wars: in the West something rather traditional and in the East massive German colonization as well as a racial crusade against Jews, Slavs, and other people whom the Germans regarded as inferior.


It is also important to note that whereas the war in the West started in 1939 and ended in 1945, in the East it often started later but continued beyond 1945, in the form of an armed struggle against the Soviet conquerors as well as bloody conflicts among Eastern Europeans. In Poland, for instance, the last armed anti-Communist resister was killed in 1963. Even more dramatically, while ethnic cleansing was the most lasting outcome of World War II in the East, in Western Europe ethnic cleansing did not take place, except in the form of the Holocaust of Jews achieved by the Germans with varying degrees of local assistance.


The main task of this book will be to deal with questions of collaboration, resistance, and retribution in countries where supreme authority lay in the hands of the German army and other representatives of the Third Reich. This was the case of the Czech lands (then called the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, today the Czech Republic), Poland, Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, France, Yugoslavia, Greece, the Baltic countries, and the German-occupied parts of the Soviet Union.* Yet World War II Europe did not consist solely of Nazi Germany and the countries that the German military occupied. There was also a large group made up of Germany’s politically independent allies: Finland, which was officially a cobelligerent and not an ally, as well as Italy, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Croatia, and Bulgaria, all of which had their own heads of state, ministries, diplomacy, armies, police, and national administrations. (Some occupied countries, the collaborationist French government foremost among them, aspired in vain to be accepted by Hitler as his political allies.)


Within the countries associated or allied with Germany, the dilemma of groups of individuals opposed to Nazi Germany was not whether they should obey the Germans—who were often absent from the scene—but whether they should obey their own governments. True, these governments were visibly and vocally allied to Germany, but their loyalty to the Nazis was often questionable. In fact, no matter what many history books and cable TV programs say today, none of the allied governments was a puppet of Hitler. Each had a will of its own. Hitler’s allies were free to decide whether and how far they would follow the German lead. When they refused German requests, more often than not Germany proved incapable of enforcing its will.


All this meant that by following government orders in countries allied to Germany, individuals or groups were often able either to promote or to harm the German cause. It was fundamentally a question of place, time period, and political as well as military circumstances. It is no wonder then that in the postwar trials, the charge against the newly deposed leaders of these countries was generally not collaboration but treason.


There was also a third category of countries in wartime Europe, namely, the handful of neutrals whose relations with Nazi Germany varied according to time, place, and the interests of their governments. Ironically, Spain and Portugal, whose political systems somewhat resembled those of Italy and Germany, conducted highly cautious policies toward Hitler and Mussolini. On the other hand, democratic Switzerland and Sweden were geographically so close to Nazi power that their leaders considered it necessary to support the German war industry, at least during the first years of the war. Besides, working with Germany brought these countries great material benefits.


What makes these events so historically engrossing is that, during World War II, both collaboration and resistance assumed proportions unheard of in the past, leading to terrible devastation but also to at least partial self-liberation in some of the German-occupied countries. The main reason for the tremendous growth of voluntary citizen participation in the conflict was that, unlike World War I, this was an ideological conflict; profound convictions animated the political activists in both camps. Consequently, when the war was over and the time came for settling accounts, a wave of unprecedented purges swept Europe: millions became the targets of retribution; millions also acted as the initiators and executors of retribution. It is my estimation that post–World War II criminal courts investigated, even if they did not always try and sentence, one in every twenty adult males for treason, war crimes, or collaboration with Germany. Interestingly, quite a few among those who were condemned for their wartime activities were also praised, and sometimes even decorated for their heroic resistance activity. Ardent French collaborator and heinous persecutor of Jews René Bousquet, for instance, was sentenced after the war to five years of dégradation nationale, best translated as “national shame and humiliation.” Yet he was immediately acquitted by the same court for having “consistently participated in the resistance against the occupier.”1 The post–World War II French government forgave collaborationist police chief Maurice Papon and promoted him to the highest ranks of the civil service, yet in 1998 a French court condemned the same Papon to a long prison term for war crimes committed under German occupation.2


Or consider the case of Hungary’s uncrowned king, Regent Vice Admiral Miklós Horthy, who, during the war, alternately promoted and opposed German influence in his country, depending on how he judged the probable outcome of the war and who among his close advisers had his ear. Similarly, Horthy both persecuted and protected his Jewish subjects, depending on the turn of military events and the social status and degree of assimilation of the Jews under his reign. In the end, he was neither tried nor imprisoned but at the urging of Stalin was allowed to go into exile in Portugal.3


It is indeed amazing how many heads of state, prime ministers, cabinet members, military brass, intellectuals, and even poets and actors were tried in court after the war and how many were hanged. The series of purges actually began very early during the war when in some German-occupied countries the German-approved new governments accused their countries’ officers and statesmen of having neglected to take defensive measures against the German threat. Retribution continued after the war, on a much larger scale, either under the aegis of the Western Allies or under that of the Soviet Union. The goal, whether in France or in Yugoslavia, was to rid the country of the remnants of the ancien régime, the old prewar regime, which both collaborationists and resisters had held to be corrupt and incompetent. The result of the trials, it was hoped, would lead to a more honest, less corrupt, and more socially conscious nation.


Even while the war was raging, both collaborators and resisters toyed with the idea of a unified Europe, either under the leadership of Nazi Germany or under that of the United States and Great Britain. Only the Soviets and the Communists in general would not hear of a unified Europe, which they felt the Americans would use against them. This shows that many of the great ideas and issues of the post–World War II era were tackled during the war. Ironically, the new Europe visualized by World War II political activists was finally created less by former collaborators or former resisters, many having been killed during or after the war and generally judged to be utopian dreamers, than by more realistic politicians who had often avoided political commitment during the war.


Throughout this book, we will raise the question, directly and indirectly, of what kind of Europe its inhabitants hoped to have after the war. We will see that there was no consensus on such issues as Europe’s future role in the world, the possible unification of the continent, and the nature of the necessary social, economic, and political reforms. Millions of Europeans, more in Eastern than in Western Europe, agreed, however, on the necessity of ridding their respective countries of alien elements, be they foreign occupiers, immigrants, refugees, or domestic minorities. In particular, many Europeans agreed, even in Western Europe, with the Nazi plan, if not the method, of ridding the continent of Jews. In brief, if there was one major European project, it was ethnic cleansing.


Admittedly, ethnic cleansing was less of a burning issue in Western, northern, and southern Europe than in Europe’s Eastern and southeastern parts, simply because in the West and the North, ethnic cleansing had already been largely accomplished in earlier centuries through compulsory education, mandatory military service, and, when judged necessary, brute force. In the East ethnic purification began only with the demise, in 1918, of the multinational empires. But in the interwar period and during World War II, xenophobia was the order of the day on the Old Continent.
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