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For Franziska, my love









PREFACE


After I completed my book Life and Death in the Third Reich and corrected the galleys, I left for Germany with my children for a semester-long sabbatical. When I got to Berlin in January 2008, I simply kept on going, researching the book I had just finished, prowling the archives, looking for stories, trying to find more voices to help me understand the calamity of World War II and the Holocaust. At the same time, I became increasingly aware of how contemporaries themselves recorded events and established archives in order to make sure that a history of the war could be written. Some of this activity was undertaken by Germans, usually as they looked forward to a great victory; much of it was undertaken by Jews as they contemplated the destruction of their families in the ghettos into which they had been shoved. Slowly, I organized my thoughts and conceived of a book that would explore how people in World War II struggled to make sense of the murderous events occurring around them. I wanted to understand what people thought they were seeing in German-occupied Europe. Civilians constituted the great majority of the victims in the war, but they also deliberately refused to see or they misunderstood what they did see. Ordinary men and women thereby contributed to the horror that engulfed Europe. Even patriotic narratives of anti-German resistance mirrored Nazi views of the world in crucial ways. This book is about the wartime experience of civilians, the often dubious parts they played in the war, and the ways they approached their neighbors and the groups persecuted by the Germans. The violence of the war was so extensive that people tried to contain it by separating themselves from the fate of others. World War II revealed the broad collapse of structures of empathy and solidarity in a way that World War I never did. People helped each other, but they also betrayed each other. They were blinded by myopia, but they were also brutally frank and occasionally startlingly incisive. An Iron Wind tells the story of how people struggled to find meaning in World War II. It tries to listen in—to the talk in wartime.


This book has been a long time in the making, and I finally began writing in 2014. I would not have completed this book without the love and support of my wife, Franziska, to whom it is dedicated. She is my great love. I have always been nourished by my children, Lauren, Eric, Elisabeth, Joshua, and now Matteo, whom I neglected but with whom I also sometimes, hopefully often enough, played hooky. I am deeply grateful to my colleague Harry Liebersohn and my mother, Sybille Fritzsche, for reading and commenting on the manuscript. Many thanks to my agent, Andrew Wylie, for his consistent support and to Brian Distelberg at Basic Books for his extraordinary suggestions on how to improve my argument. Many years ago, Matti Bunzl and the Jewish Studies reading group at the University of Illinois provided an early and hugely welcome forum for what were still my hugely rough ideas. My thanks also to Geoff Eley, Anne Fuchs, and Michael Geyer. Many people, most of whom I know only through their words, were in my thoughts as I wrote this book; I want to name one of them: my father, Hellmut, himself a World War II veteran. I have become a better scholar and writer thanks to these collaborations, but the errors and problems that remain are all mine. Ultimately, no book on World War II can ever be finished or be adequate in any meaningful way, which is both the origin and the conclusion of An Iron Wind.


Urbana


March 23, 2016









INTRODUCTION


Stalingrad’s World War II memorial is inscribed with the words “An iron wind beat into their faces,” followed by “but they all kept marching on.” For German-occupied Europe, the first part is true; the second part is not. The war was an “iron wind,” massively and unrelentingly destructive on the home front as well as the battlefield. But not everyone marched. People were deported, enslaved, and massacred. Others crouched down to find shelter from the wind of war, or they turned with the wind to collaborate or somehow make do. Those who did fight did not always do so from the war’s beginning or find themselves alive at its end. This book is about how people scattered by the iron wind of Germany’s war in Europe in the years 1939–1945 came to intellectual grips with the most terrible conflict in modern history.


When World War II came, it smashed through the expectations about battle that had been formed during the Great War that preceded it. The war marched into civilian lives in an unprecedented way. Not only were cities bombed but homes invaded, neighbors arrested, and Jews deported. The iron wind also unsettled and then blew apart notions of empathy and solidarity. In no previous modern war was the casualty rate among civilians so high and suspicion about neighbors so acute. In dramatic contrast to the fallen uniformed soldiers mourned after World War I, the vast majority of the dead in World War II were noncombatant men, women, and children, some 20 million in all. Nearly 1 million civilians died in aerial bombardments, with tens of millions more left homeless, but the air war’s casualties were not nearly as high as Europeans anticipated at the outbreak of the war. Instead, thousands upon thousands of civilians were slaughtered as hostages, as Germany retaliated against partisan attacks on its soldiers, or were killed simply for being Polish or Jewish. Nearly 1 out of every 5 Poles perished during the conflict, in contrast to 1 in 50 who did so in France. Three-quarters of Europe’s Jews, a total of 6 million people, did not survive; they were the neighbors most likely to be deported and murdered. The war turned military barracks such as those in Theresienstadt and Auschwitz into civilian concentration camps. It is imperative to reconsider World War II not simply as a military conflict but as an extraordinary assault on civilians.


World War II’s “home front” was the setting for what was new and most shocking about the war. Trouble in the streets, noises in the stairwell, and wartime curfews meant that people stayed at home for longer periods of time, at least until they were forced to leave. It was in their rooms that observers tried to figure out what was going on, where they looked out of windows, explored labyrinths of the heart, and pieced thoughts into philosophy. People sought to make sense of the war and the new circumstances it imposed. Words gained new meanings in the violence, even as they lost much of their ability to communicate events. Speakers and listeners, texts and contexts, were torn from familiar moorings by the iron wind. The words people spoke and wrote reveal the labor of comprehension and the struggle for meaning in World War II.


War in the twentieth century ripped apart assumptions about progress and civilization. The “Great War” in 1914–1918—a war that was great because it was so murderous and long—exposed basic failings in major social institutions, which often proved themselves to be inept, inflexible, and unaccountable. In contrast, individual men and women emerged from the war abused, victimized, but still very much human. The cynicism of the interwar years thus targeted parliamentary leaders and their patriotic speeches, business executives and their profiteering, and military strategists and their misguided directives, but not the soldiers who had fought and sacrificed in the trenches.


World War II exposed something else. The drama of the war was found not in a contemptible betrayal of the front by the rear but in the betrayals that characterized civilians at home. In Europe the war was first and foremost a regime of German occupation, bracketed by often quite rapid military engagements at the beginning and the end. During the occupation, neighbors often divided on basic political issues regarding Germany’s war aims and the durability of the new order it sought to impose on the Continent. Some people collaborated, others resisted, but most wavered in a moral no-man’s-land between the two positions. Opportunism and greed motivated civilians, fear paralyzed them, and disregard for others blinded them. The war erased whole horizons of empathy as people crouched within their own little worlds of tenuous security. Neighbors failed one another. The terms Jew and Aryan quickly became part of everyday speech, widening the gulf between the two groups, who experienced very different wars. Patriots and resistors did rally against the Germans, but the patriotic narratives they embraced became much more ethnically and religiously homogenous. In sum, the war made men and women look smaller: they were easily misled, apt to be envious, mistrustful, and indifferent to the fate of others, particularly Jews, and more often than not accommodated themselves with surprising ease to circumstances in which they simply struggled to survive.


At the heart of the war was the experience of civilians who suffered and who aggravated suffering in extraordinary ways. War has often been compared to a plague that sweeps through a population, a natural catastrophe that suddenly destroys everyday routines, or a weather front that darkens the skies. These images aptly convey how war affected everything in daily life. But they fail to account for the part that civilians played in the disaster and the far-reaching consequences of their interpretations and responses. An Iron Wind explores the lessons civilians learned as they learned the war. It follows the conversations by which people comprehended the war as it unfolded and the sight lines by which they witnessed the depredations occurring around them. While most accounts of German-occupied Europe examine German policies and the pathways people took to collaboration and resistance, this book expands the focus to investigate what people thought about themselves, about the violence the Germans meted out, and the indifference the violence prompted as well as the explanations proffered to understand its proliferation into all the corners of daily life. The chapters that follow are ultimately about how neighbors, people who were likely to meet and to share common spaces, looked at themselves in conditions of extreme violence. The self-examination demanded by the war revealed new creatures, some of them sympathetic, many of them loathsome. Because the Nazi assault on Europe’s Jews occurred in plain view of millions of people, but was not properly seen or understood at the time, the Holocaust is central to appreciating how the home front responded to and was marked by extreme violence. Examining how occupied Europe made sense of World War II is essential to understanding what became of men and women in a war that was very much directed at civilians and civilian society.


The “iron wind” dispersed people, uprooted them, and forced them to rally to new lines of defense. It also rearranged the words they used to make sense of the turbulence going on around them. Words consoled, but they also misled, and they often proved insufficient to provide a full understanding of the German assault. This inadequacy was part of the devastation of the war. These words in destruction often misrepresented the horrors of war, justified them, yet ultimately, in however insufficient a way, they also witnessed and narrated them. If read carefully, the incomplete and inadequate descriptions of the war that survive offer unparalleled insights into the everyday experience of the war, conveying the mixture of illusion, hope, anguish, and indifference that it prompted. The inscription at Stalingrad describing “an iron wind” is a perfect example of how words—in this case, composed in 1967—could both distort the record of the war, which did not provide evidence for massive collective resistance, and contribute to that record by offering a rallying myth for those who did resist. Words like an iron wind tell us something about the frightening nature of the conflict, the problems inherent in fully and accurately understanding it, and people’s great eagerness to find narrative forms that would create meaning and enable the remembrance of suffering and sacrifice.


Ordinary people undertook a great deal of intellectual work to understand the war. Mostly, they talked. There was endless talk about the war, the aims of the Nazis and their relationship to the German people as a whole, the possibility of the war expanding over time and through space, and, of course, the prospects for a final victory. It consumed families over the rationed courses of dinner, it preoccupied shoppers standing in long lines curling out of the butcher’s or baker’s, and it furnished rumors and jokes to travelers on railway journeys. At home people took up ambitious reading programs that gave books such as Tolstoy’s War and Peace unprecedented popularity, even as the large shelf of volumes on soldiers fighting World War I remained largely untouched. Victorious German soldiers pasted together commemorative photo albums right up until the point when they started to retreat. Indeed, much of the documentary evidence about the Holocaust comes from amateur photographers in the ranks of the German military. Millions and millions of pieces of mail were sent to and from the military fronts; battlefields were littered with the letters and notebooks that fallen soldiers had stuffed into their gear. Along the railroad tracks carrying the freight cars of deported Jews, passersby sometimes picked up and even posted crumpled letters that had been thrown through the cracks. Across Europe diarists recorded the conversations and rumors they heard and the impressions they gathered; especially in the Polish ghettos into which the Germans herded local Jews, everyone seemed to keep a diary. An astonishing number of these survived, since great care was taken not only to bear witness but also to preserve the text of witnessing. Indeed, many of the diaries that cover the years 1939 to 1945 were begun with the explicit intention to leave a record of wartime experience. War generated copy. Most of these personal papers have not previously been used in a critical or central way to tell the story of the war.


Witnesses wrote with a mixture of confusion and confidence, and both attitudes shaped ordinary people’s wartime experience and contributed to their ability to understand and act. In Jewish ghettos, for example, diarists trembled as they set pen to paper, they anguished over whether words existed to convey the terrifying realities unfolding around them, and they worried about the capacity of readers after the war to believe or comprehend the narratives they left behind. Sometimes they stopped writing because they were paralyzed or dispirited. At the same time, they could write only because they had some confidence that they were communicating with future readers. Diarists who recorded Germany’s implementation of the “final solution” contemplated the possibility that their experience would be forgotten entirely. But they nevertheless turned the page, because they believed there was a reasonable chance that their lives and their sufferings might be recognized and incorporated into a different kind of postwar history. Confusion created insight regarding the power and frailty of words and provided a glimpse into despair and fright. Confidence depended in large measure on worn clichés, consoling precedents, and conventional narratives that generated hope but did not always shed light.


Germans often wrote with great confidence about the epic nature of the victories they had achieved, but the stories they told also betrayed confusion and bewilderment about the losses those victories required. Likewise, in France and Poland, witnesses watched the actions of their neighbors and had to guess at their motives and weigh their own. They asked themselves about the extent of collaboration with or resistance to the German occupiers and the depth of even their own anti-Semitism. Yet the citizens of the occupied nations also consoled themselves with tight patriotic narratives that obscured unwelcome or confusing evidence of complicity in German policies. It is precisely the everyday work of mulling over, but also denying, unwelcome truths about collaboration and anti-Semitism in conversations, diaries, and letters that makes wartime talk such a rich source for understanding people’s experience in German-occupied Europe.


An Iron Wind is organized around a series of contrasting perspectives. At every step I analyze how different perspectives influenced the choices civilians made, showing both how the experience of war shaped the record of war and how the record shaped the experience. I begin with Europeans contemplating war in 1938, the year when most everybody expected the outbreak of a high-tech air war, contrasting the “great debate” about intervention and Hitler’s intentions with the actual racial war that ultimately unfolded. This picture of before and after indicates how thoroughly Europeans could misunderstand German intentions in World War II and how they could mistake Hitler’s principal victims, European Jews, for intemperate warmongers. I use Paris and Warsaw, the two largest cities occupied by the Germans, to provide different perspectives on the occupation and civilian responses to it. Paris became more like Warsaw over time, but the Germans consistently acted with more thorough brutality in Warsaw, which was basically leveled at the end of the war, than in Paris, which was not. I also compare how Jews in Paris and Warsaw and elsewhere perceived the war and were perceived in the war by their fellow citizens. It becomes very clear that across Europe, there was both a Jewish and a non-Jewish war zone, which were separate in crucial ways despite overlapping in time and space. The erection of this mental border was one grim achievement of the German occupation. It cleared the path to genocide, but also had the deleterious effect of forcing Jews themselves to make distinctions between those they believed could be saved and those who could not. Living with these borders, people across Europe accepted the proposition that their own survival depended in large part on the death sentences meted out to others. Finally, I have used the somewhat unusual example of Switzerland to draw out discussions about the promise and the limits of the new order that the victorious Third Reich represented and the startling frankness with which Germans justified the violence that the new order entailed. In many ways, the Swiss were “cousins” to the Germans, at once intimate and distant enough to consider seriously the appeal of Nazism and to prod the Nazis to explain themselves. Swiss witnesses thereby recorded the voices of German perpetrators. While An Iron Wind spotlights civilians, it also examines the uniformed German soldiers who menaced them.


Focusing on French, Polish, Jewish, German, and Swiss witnesses leaves a great deal out, since the Germans occupied much more of Europe, creating extraordinary devastation in the Soviet Union and relying on client states such as Hungary, Italy, and Croatia to pursue their ambitious continental policies. But Paris and Warsaw provide illuminating perspectives on the overall contours of civilian experience during World War II and on the effort to comprehend the war, from the most basic outlines of the conflict to its deepest implications regarding the nature of God, divine justice, the scope of humanity, and the adequacy of testimony. Using the ordinary documents that observers created for themselves, I have tried to listen and to analyze how people made sense of the deadliest war in modern times. The dilemmas of choice, responsibility, and witnessing that World War II exposed still structure the intellectual world we live in today. In the most dramatic way, the war posed existential questions about the solidarities among men and women, the human capacity to accept evil, the existence of God, and the shortcomings of witnessing, many of the elements that make up our own postmodern sensibility. Whenever we return to the terrible years 1939–1945, we are forced to wonder about what it is that makes us human and frail.









1


Talk in Wartime


ENGLISH WRITER LEONARD WOOLF DESCRIBED THE EXPERIENCE OF the new war as something like “endlessly waiting in a dirty, grey railway station waiting-room, with nothing to do but wait endlessly for the next catastrophe.” Woolf’s repetition—“waiting . . . waiting . . . wait”—suggests his sense of complete arrest. Woolf’s anticipation and apprehension were rooted in his keen understanding of the “terrible difference” between August 1914, when ideas of armed conflict remained wrongly scaled to events that had occurred at Austerlitz and Waterloo one hundred years earlier, and September 1939, when, as a result of the war of 1914–1918, people now knew “exactly” the “horrors of death and destruction, wounds and pain and bereavement and brutality.” Across Europe when war was declared in 1939 for the second time in a lifetime, there was no sign of the lighthearted, celebratory mood that had rushed over the capital cities twenty-five years earlier. Families still grieved for sons and brothers and fathers who had fallen in the Great War. You could see men missing legs or arms walk across all scenes of everyday life. Now the next trainload of events was rolling into the station. Woolf’s “exactly” bespoke his expectation of terrible things oncoming: call-up orders, memorized song, pale lies, casualty lists, tear-streaked faces. But in fact the Great War did not furnish exact knowledge about the next much greater war that was on its way.1


The difference between August 1914 and September 1939 was not just better knowledge of the costs of war. The new conflict appeared more omnivorous because it was poised to destroy homes and neighborhoods, not just soldiers on the front. In September 1939, civilians thought not only about loved ones in uniform, but also about themselves. Writer Virginia Woolf, Leonard’s wife, remarked on the domestic state of the emergency, describing “heaps of sandbags in the streets,” “men digging trenches” in the parks, “lorries delivering planks” on corners. Indeed, in the fall of 1940 the Woolfs lost their home in London in an aerial bombardment, and they continued to be menaced by the “wail of the sirens” and the “drone of the German planes flying in from the sea” after they had retreated to the country in Sussex. Not least because she feared that German soldiers would follow German airplanes, Virginia Woolf committed suicide at the end of March 1941. What was different about World War II was that war came in “from the sea,” across the borders that separated the battlefront from the home front, that it swept into domestic lives, and that it kept coming as one danger waved in the next.2


The sense of being assaulted but not knowing when “the next catastrophe” would come or from where created the feeling of being stuck in a “railway station waiting-room.” The wait was not only endless but all-enveloping. It was a new sort of self-consciousness: the war threatened to “become all you know.” Virginia Woolf herself had for a long time tried to stay clear of the waiting room, remaining an outsider to the war. Who could “care one straw,” she asked in 1938, about a future war? “We know winning means nothing.” But when air war did come from across the Channel, it spread like a “terrible disease.” Suddenly, the outsider was inside. Woolf wrote about “our wounded,” “our men,” “our majestic city.” She soon felt trapped inside: after the defeat of France in June 1940, she wrote, “We’re fighting alone with our back to the wall.”3


In the uncertain wait for the “next catastrophe,” wartime stretched out the present moment so very far that it felt like an eternity. “Time since the armistice” between France and Germany in June 1940, remarked writer Léon Werth, this time from Lyons in 1941, “has not been real time”; it has simply been a “time of waiting.” Using the same metaphor as Leonard Woolf, he wrote, “We can classify it as the category of time which one spends in a train station waiting for a train.”4 It was a time that both annihilated and stayed, cutting away the past, postponing the future, and elongating the present amid an unceasing barrage of events. And as in any “railway station waiting-room,” the stranded travelers read timetables, they reread bulletins, they peered down the tracks, and they talked constantly among themselves about the next train. They waited for the wail of the siren, anticipated the drone of the bomber, and wondered when soldiers would invade. In World War II, the waiting and waiting-room chatter went on and on.


The stretched-out present was time without a frame, terrain without a horizon. Normal timetables no longer applied. In Dresden Victor Klemperer, a professor of literature and a German Jew, who was protected by his marriage to a Catholic, waited for some sort of conclusion—not so much a sign on the horizon as a sign of the horizon. Surely, the terrible laws in September 1941 requiring Jews to wear yellow stars represented “the final act,” his friend Missy Meyerhof, writing from Berlin, argued: “I too believe it is the fifth act.” Klemperer agreed. But unlike Shakespeare’s plays, he noted, “some plays in world literature, e.g., Hugo’s Cromwell, have six acts.” Would there be another catastrophe after the star decree? In Paris, a year later, in July 1942, another student of literature, Hélène Berr, herself already wearing the yellow Jewish star, suspected that “something is brewing.” She figured that the “next catastrophe” would certainly be “a tragedy” for fellow Jews, but she did not know whether it would it be “the tragedy.”5 Would the fifth act be the final act? And would the final act bring an end to the war, or would it bring an end to the travelers in the railway station waiting room? This confusion was the condition of endlessly waiting for the next catastrophe.


Contemporaries such as Leonard Woolf, Léon Werth, Victor Klemperer, and Hélène Berr talked without end about the end of the war, and they searched for signs—the “vox populi,” in Klemperer’s words—that might help them reach some sort of conclusion. However, what they found were often “voces populi,” a confusing array of contradictory data. Very little was predictable or certain. The first season of the war in the autumn of 1939 was quickly designated as the “phony war” because the expected air bombardments of London, Paris, and Berlin failed to materialize. The fall of France to Germany in June 1940 was supposed by many to end in a scenario in which Britain would be knocked out of the war, but this did not happen either. Germany’s “Blitzkrieg” offensives against the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941 and again a year later ended neither in defeat nor in victory. The dramatic events of the year 1943, after Germany suffered huge losses at Stalingrad and Italy turned against its coalition partner, did not bring about Germany’s capitulation, as many observers had assumed. What is more, the Allies did not open a second front in 1942 or 1943, as promised. And when it did come at last, in June 1944 with the invasion of Normandy, predictions by military commanders that Germany would surrender by Christmas proved to be wrong. “Logistical planning in the Second World War was a nightmare,” concludes one historian.6 This nightmare had the effect of making talk in wartime more animated, more obsessive, and more inconclusive.


Woolf’s “railway station” image is especially apt because opinions about the “next catastrophe” were frequently expressed in actual train stations and on trains. Trains and stations were places where one was likely to have time on one’s hands, to meet strangers who might have heard something new, and to pick up threads of wartime talk. One could literally take a train between 1939 to 1945, whether it was an express from Warsaw, a local out of Bourg, a German army transport to Dnipropetrovsk in Ukraine, or a tram around Amsterdam, and hear constant chatter about the war: the summer offensive, the second front, and the end of the war; food shortages, the black market, and the cold of winter; the depredations of soldiers and the deportation of Jews. Trains, train stations, and waiting rooms were garrulous spaces, and diarists often read the signs of the war by reporting on conversations among travelers. Other public spaces such as food lines and air-raid shelters similarly conferred anonymity and stopped time, making the people in their confines more approachable to one another.


The Gestapo went precisely to these places—“the streetcar, railway station waiting rooms, taverns, cafes, cinemas, markets, swimming pools, factory courtyards, canteens,” and air-raid shelters—to report on morale. Occupation authorities in Paris supposedly recruited local agents to stand undercover in food lines where they might hear anti-German remarks.7 French satirical novelist Marcel Aymé, a great skeptic of loyalty to anything but the foibles of ordinary people, placed talkative, complaining countrymen in a food line in order to capture in short story form the degraded condition of France during the war (“Do you think the war will go on long?”)—though the fourteenth person in line ended up saying nothing, “for she had just died all of a sudden” of “poverty, fear, and exhaustion.” Across the frontier, Swiss officials focused their concerns about loose talk that might offend German visitors on dangerous places, including “restaurants, trains, etc.” In such locations, authorities hung posters with statements warning citizens to hold their tongues: “Keep your mouth shut, or else you’ll hurt the homeland.” Less concerned about offending German feelings than bolstering Swiss morale, exiled theologian Karl Barth believed that it made a great difference to public order whether the “grumbling, muttering, and gossiping” one could hear everywhere, “in the tavern, on the tramway, in the stores,” was expressed in a “resolute or a worn out manner.” His written admonition, however, was censored.8 The war’s waiting room was oppressive, not least because it was so noisy and redundant—and a bit rebellious.


The railway station waiting room was a place for talk, but it also was a way station for millions of Europeans who found themselves on the move during the war, displaced from home, separated from family, and often unable to return to the places they had come from. War made the extraordinary scale of dislocation plain to see. Wilm Hosenfeld, an observant Catholic and one of the few Wehrmacht officers to come to the aid of Polish Jews—including pianist Wladyslaw Szpilman, later the subject of the film The Pianist—reckoned quite accurately that “since the earth has existed, there has not been such a movement of masses as in this war.” Writing in 1944, he actually knew where to begin:


Beginning with the Poles fleeing and flooding back to the border regions, the resettled ethnic Germans, the refugees in France, and now in Italy and Russia, where people have been chased out two or three times. What Russ. civilians have endured is excruciating. Then the extermination of several million Jews, the destruction of German cities and the dispersion of their inhabitants, in addition to millions of foreigners who have forced to come to Germany and work. Everywhere, millions of troops of the warring nations face off to destroy each other—a revolution and catastrophe of unprecedented proportions.9


Stationed in Poland since the beginning of the war, Hosenfeld was well placed to construct a clear picture, giving a complete summary of the extraordinary racial ambitions of Germany’s empire builders. His account is noteworthy because it was not seen solely through the self-centered perspective of mounting German losses: after January 1945, millions more German civilians would join the exodus of refugees that had begun in Polish towns and villages in September 1939. What he saw, which most contemporaries did not, was more turbulence from beginning to end.


Most refugees had no real destination, which intensified the nervous dislocations of the waiting-room war. Once families set on the road, they frequently forfeited the ability to return home. German and Soviet annexations made former homes off-limits to thousands of Poles. Already in 1939, Zygmunt Klukowski, a good-hearted small-town doctor called up as a reserve officer in the Polish army and himself on the road without a plan, remarked that masses of “people, seized with panic, were going ahead, without knowing where or why, and without any knowledge of where the exodus would end.” Polish civilians commandeered city buses from Lodz, Kraków, and Warsaw or set out on “all types of motorized vehicles” or “horse-drawn wagons”; “people on foot and on bicycles added to the confusion.”10 Some went east, others west. Baggage was quickly abandoned because it was too heavy. Bundles of possessions grew smaller and smaller. Nine months later, refugees from Belgium and France sought to escape the advancing German armies, moving south and west along the main roads that they shared with mobilized military units until they were overtaken either by the victorious Wehrmacht or by the fact of the armistice. Jews, as well as French Africans and Algerians, who had fled to the unoccupied zone in southern France were not allowed to return to the German occupied zone. And even though most other French citizens were able to return home in a few months, families remained broken apart. The majority of French soldiers taken prisoner by the Germans, nearly 2 million, did not come home until 1945. Dislocation as much as waiting defined the experience of occupation.


When the Germans restarted the war of movement with the invasion of Yugoslavia, Greece, and then the Soviet Union in the spring and summer of 1941, roads were overrun with exhausted refugees who filed past the corpses of starved Russian soldiers taken prisoner or simply shot as stragglers. Charkov, the second-largest city in Ukraine, was captured and recaptured three times by the Germans between 1941 and 1943 before the Red Army finally liberated the almost deserted city in August 1943. The Germans transported millions of conscript workers from across Europe into the Reich and threw Jews, Poles, and others out of the territories they annexed. At the other end of the war, German civilians fleeing the Russian advance in the winter of 1945 crowded into Berlin, where psychologist Matthais Menzel saw them waiting “for trains which don’t depart, headed for destinations which no longer make sense.” As refugees waited to move on, farther westward, “the howling and whining of the air-raid sirens drive them with kit and caboodle into bunkers and basements.” Only a few lucky refugees escaped Europe’s war altogether, some of them reaching Lisbon, “this last open port,” in engagé novelist Arthur Koestler’s description, “Europe’s gaping mouth, vomiting the contents of her poisoned stomach.”11


The massive, involuntary movement of so many people jumbled travelers in the corridors of trains. Within the Third Reich, one Swiss journalist came across a strikingly polyglot scene, a din of “Italian and French”—“the Balkans are also abundantly represented”—that contradicted the picture of racial homogeneity that the Nazis had so carefully arranged. A French prisoner assigned to a farm or a serving girl recruited from a concentration camp could be easily folded into familiar domestic routines. But Germans who watched workers impressed from Poland and Ukraine standing “in clumps” outside train stations, “dirty, freezing, almost all of them without coats,” found the sight disturbing, a sign of general squalor. For Lisa de Boor, a journalist from Marburg, the presence of so many people stranded by war caught her by surprise: it was “something I had not seen before.” For the most part, however, travelers in the Reich saw the movement around them in an exclusively German frame. But what appeared to de Boor at first to be terribly exciting, as German soldiers journeyed “for days” across “enormous distances” that used to exist only in Russia (to which, she left unsaid, Germany’s fate had now been yoked), looked very different in 1943.


In March 1943, de Boor found herself once traveling by train. She described “the difficult lives of all these people around me!” but contemplated only German tragedies:


The couple evacuated from Cologne with kids, the husband on leave from Africa waiting on the platform in Kassel. Next to him, a blinded soldier, on his way to the School for the Blind in Marburg, greedily smoking the cigarette that his companion has stuck in his mouth. Then a big, fat soldier on crutches, without shoes, his feet wrapped in bandages, the frozen toes having been amputated. Next to him, two soldiers from around Vjasma; they have been on the road for seven days, their homes in Cologne are burned out, their families don’t have a roof over their heads. Children from cities in the West evacuated to the countryside. Hitler Youth, called up to a military training camp, pore over guidebooks on the proper use of a submachine gun. An SS officer dozing next to his very beloved bride. A Ukrainian who has been traveling for twelve days to locate relatives in his homeland but is unable to get there.12


Although de Boor noticed the Ukrainian, who was one among millions of foreign workers conscripted into the Third Reich, her sightseeing was basically in German.


This partial view, which made some things visible and obscured others, was typical of train travel. Not being able to see was part of the overall feeling of dislocation. As soldiers, refugees, and other travelers journeyed across the greater German Empire, they saw supply trains rumbling to the eastern front; coal cars in which only the heads of Russian prisoners of war were visible in the frigid winter air; trains to the camps at Westerbork, at Treblinka, at Auschwitz; wagonloads of ethnic Germans resettled to and then evacuated from White Russia; the “humming and rolling of trains” with “tired, war-weary soldiers”; the arrival in Warsaw of hospital trains full of Wehrmacht with “crumpled-up overcoats and dead-faced expressions”—“rabanka,” or chopped meat, the Poles said. It was not uncommon to see work details of Jewish forced laborers shoveling snow along the main streets or concentration camp inmates in tattered uniforms and wooden shoes repairing infrastructure. Yet most diarists did not mention these sights. There are far more references to the departure of French men rounded up to work in Germany, leaving the stations at Dijon and Montluçon in carriages chalked with slogans like “Down with the unjust Relève! Down with Laval!” and singing “The Internationale,” than there are to the deportation trains carrying French Jews to the assembly camp at Drancy, outside Paris. Shoveling snow at Bucharest’s Grivita Station, Romanian writer Mihail Sebastian felt himself “becoming a railway worker—worse, a platform sweeper and track clearer.” At one point, he could see “the Constanta train passing a few hundred meters away” and thought, “Two years back I could have been one of its passengers, one of those looking from a carriage window at men on the line with pick and shovel.” But would he have seen them? As a Jew, perhaps. Did others see him on his snow-clearing day in March 1942? Probably not. Hitler actually had the blinds pulled down when his train stopped alongside a transport of wounded German soldiers.13 There was much to see from the railway station waiting room, but not everyone looked.


Likewise, there were many people who heard only what they wanted to hear. Any consideration of wartime talk has to take note of the hush that fell when Hitler spoke. Broadcast over the radio and even over loudspeakers set up in train stations, Hitler’s speeches were national occasions, and Germans knew quite well that their far-flung friends and relatives had also tuned in. “All of Germany hears the Führer” was the official watchword. “Mother just telephoned to say that the Führer will speak in 5 minutes,” one German wrote, explaining why her letter had to be completed quickly. Another mother wrote the last lines of her letter right on time as well: “Tonight Hitler addresses the ‘foreign press.’ I definitely have to hear that.” The next day impressions would be shared; it was “totally enthralling and overwhelming,” “very confident and completely overwhelming,” or simply “grand.”14 The words suggested the desire to stand firm and be enrolled in the nation.


To a Swiss observer, a driver working for a team of Swiss doctors on the eastern front who found himself among German soldiers in Warsaw, the “call-and-response” that characterized Hitler’s addresses displayed a certain mindlessness. Writing under the pseudonym Franz Blättler, he recorded his impressions of experiencing Hitler talk as an outsider:


When we entered the canteen, it was already completely full. . . . With the first notes of the national anthem, everyone stands up, takes up position with the right hand stretched out, and sings. . . . Then the Führer speaks. Quiet as a mouse, everyone sits on their chair so they can catch every word. I think that Hitler’s words are a religion for them. . . . He lists off the latest victories. You can actually see how every single breast swells up. Once in a while someone throws a knowing glance at us or at the three places we have left demonstratively unoccupied. The meaning is clear: Watch yourselves, you little shepherd boys, your time will come soon enough. The Führer then moves on to the topic of Churchill and you can hear loud laughter through the loudspeaker. All at once, the whole canteen is laughing. If the radio broadcasts a “boo,” a loud “boo” echoes to my left and my right as well as behind and in front of me. It gets really dramatic when the choir on radio starts up with “Sieg Heil.” Then there are no bounds to the enthusiasm of the audience. Everyone stands up and adds their “Siegs” and their “Heils.”


Blättler was glad to be “little shepherd boy and not a member of this herd here.”15 And indeed, German soldiers and civilians routinely let the Führer talk through them, expressing their opinions by quoting what Hitler said and consulting his pronouncements for guidance.


The blaring German loudspeaker serves as a reminder of how uncomfortable many citizens were speaking their own minds in the midst of so much simulated unanimity. Given that he was surrounded by people who appeared to be completely “beclouded, befogged,” “blinded and seduced,” small-town German bureaucrat Friedrich Kellner, an old Social Democrat, believed he had to exercise “extreme caution” when talking to acquaintances. Police even brought him in for questioning at the end of January 1940. Loose talk was probably less tolerated by friends and neighbors at the beginning of the war than at the end, when doubts about victory and even the Führer’s speeches had accumulated. But by that time, the police and the Gestapo were also much more vigilant about defeatist attitudes, so an “objective” point of view or simply words of “caution” could be construed by the authorities as the “first step toward treason,” as Kellner put it. He, in any case, became more rather than less outspoken, despite the risks.16


Hitler’s loud and long speeches, the authority and banality of the radio, the allegedly ever-present Gestapo, the exercise of self-caution among strangers with divided political loyalties—all this deformed and diminished speech. In contrast to the revolutionary years after 1789 when the “flood of French speech” Thomas Carlyle described could hardly be stanched, or the years after 1917 when “The Talk” in Petrograd never stopped “spurting up,” in John Reed’s words, people in the years 1939–1945 did not feel at liberty to frankly debate the issues swirling around them.17 But self-absorption with one’s own fate was just as important as circumspection in shaping wartime conversations. Although civilians were in fact arrested for telling barbed jokes, the rapid and smooth circulation of the same series of wartime jokes indicates that the trouble with wartime talk was not simply how dangerous it was. As people talked incessantly about the war, the cold winters, and food; exchanged rumors, predictions, and jokes; and passed on the latest news, they created a nexus of communication “between ourselves” that often ignored the suffering of others. Talk could express shock, but it could also serve as a shock absorber.


Civilians bore the brunt of Germany’s occupation regimes, with their food rationing, labor impressments, political purges, and racial selections. One of the characteristics of this brutal war against civilians was that the worse the situation got, the more unlikely it seemed that it would last. The model was very simple: what goes up must come down, and the higher the war stacked up its tower of difficulties, the sooner it seemed it must tumble down of its own accord. The notion that “it can’t go on like this” measured the gap between the awful expansion of the conflict and the assumption that the war had to come to an end. Rumors created an alternative reality in which this gap might be closed. News bulletins announced the successes of the German war machine, while rumors cut it back down to size. Wartime talk was ultimately about the life and death of war.


In an extraordinary collection of the “myths of war,” psychoanalyst Marie Bonaparte analyzed the stories that were frequently told and retold by people in the war’s figurative railway station waiting rooms. Often, they involved actual train travelers. Bonaparte was the great-granddaughter of Lucien Bonaparte, one of Napoleon’s younger brothers who remained more committed to the revolutionary (and Corsican) cause, to the emperor’s irritation. Although mistrusted by Napoleon and later by the restored Bourbon monarchs, the family retained enough money across the revolutions of nineteenth-century France to make Marie a plausible match to one of the younger sons of Greece’s King George I. So it was Princess Marie Bonaparte who studied psychoanalysis, and though not an accredited professional, she undertook serious research into sexual frigidity in order to find a cure for her own. She even sought out Sigmund Freud and paid the “exit tax” that allowed him to leave Vienna for London after the Anschluss in 1938.18 Thereafter, she took up the study of wartime rumors.


Soon after the Munich agreements had averted war in September 1938, Bonaparte recorded stories predicting the death of Hitler that had begun to circulate around France. The elaborate quality of these stories’ plots served to authenticate the otherwise unadorned prediction that Hitler would die or be killed within six months. The stories featured young lovers on the eve of their separation by the order of mobilization or soldiers traveling between postings who encountered a mysterious stranger, usually a gypsy. In one version, the stranger predicts two things: a terrible accident in which the young people will find themselves face-to-face with a corpse and the death of Hitler. The unfortunate appearance of the corpse at the end of the story (in the backseat of a car on the way to Paris—or was it Zurich?) lent credibility to the happier announcement of Hitler’s demise. In the other version, a gypsy haggles with travelers in a subway or train compartment and accurately guesses the amount of money in that lady’s purse (sixty francs, which “wouldn’t be worthwhile” stealing) or this gentleman’s wallet (two thousand francs, worth the while, if the gypsy were a thief). Once the purse is opened and the wallet retrieved, the crowd that has gathered asks for further displays of the gypsy’s clairvoyant powers. These involve predictions about the end of the war. Once the gypsy provides the forecast—“Hitler will be murdered before the end of the year”—the wealthy gentleman replies, “If it’s true, I’ll give you the two thousand francs!” In the first case, the corpse in the car represented a “propitiation sacrifice,” Bonaparte concluded, in the second, the bundle of francs a “thank offering,” but both registered exchange rates for peace.19 Both stories made the deliverance that was unlikely but greatly desired seem credible and near at hand, which is why they were told and retold.


More pious travelers in the waiting room told tales of divine intervention. In Poland these stories featured the prophecy attributed to seventeenth-century Catholic martyr Andrew Bobola, who had been canonized in 1938, that “our slavery will be over after 101 days, which would mean December 8,” a date in close agreement with the one that had appeared “on the miraculous picture of Our Lady, the so-called Black Madonna” of Czestochowa, namely, December 12, 1939. In France stories circulated about Odile, the patron saint of Alsace, who prophesied “an abrupt end” to the war, often as early as the sixth month of the second year, so early 1941, through either the bankruptcy of the Italians or a decimating epidemic among the Germans.20 Other tall tales similarly denied the hold of the present situation by reference to new facts that would change everything. Not long after the fall of France, rumors suddenly had the English setting fire to the Channel or littering the beaches of France with dead Germans. Hitler and “Old Fatty” Göring died thousands of deaths in the rumor mills of World War II, usually in the aftermath of German military setbacks in 1942 and 1943, but also earlier on, when German power seemed unassailable. For instance, news of Rudolf Hess’s bizarre parachute landing in Scotland on May 10, 1941, metamorphosed into the rumor, which “spread like lightning” through the Warsaw Ghetto by May 16, that “Göring had been shot and had died of his wounds.”21


Of course, Germans told the same stories, including the one about the clairvoyant gypsy who, this time in a Berlin streetcar, predicted a rapid end to the war and final victory for the Third Reich. As the war stretched out and things looked bleaker, Germans also hoped for miracles, like the one Zarah Leander sang about in her 1942 hit, “I know that someday a miracle will happen,” and put their faith in “wonder weapons,” which, as Friedrich Kellner overheard as he sat around in railway station waiting rooms in Hungen and Stockheim at the end of 1943, were sure to turn the tide of German fortunes.22


“What news?” “Now what news?” “What news abroad?” “What’s the news?” “What news, what news, in this our tottering state?” Wartime conversations, like the speeches of Shakespeare, were full of questions about the latest news. News and rumors about changing fortunes, shifting tides, surprising turns, untimely deaths, and wonder weapons created an unconventional network of information that constantly replenished itself. Bits and pieces of information moved about continuously, undeterred by borders of nationality or social standing and undeterred as well by standards of credibility or probability. Like Shakespeare’s description of Rumor in Henry IV, wartime rumors pulled together an indiscriminate, nondiscriminating “wavering multitude” in the railway station waiting rooms, a “blunt monster with uncounted heads,” who once having entered the theater “painted full of tongues” effortlessly stuffed “the ears of men” in “every language.” “When loud Rumor speaks,” no one stopped “the vent of hearing.” And no one, for that matter, put aside official tracts or propaganda: regardless of their politics, most Parisians read collaborationist newspapers such as Le Petit Parisien or Le Matin in the Metro and listened to Radio Paris. In Poland Jews scrupulously pieced together news from both official and clandestine sources, reading between the lines, panning for gold, trying to figure out German intentions and international realities. That occupation authorities banned Poles from owning or listening to radios, and even prohibited the Polish- and German-language newspapers they themselves published from circulating in the Jewish ghettos, indicates the political value that could be extracted from news of any kind.23


Rumors functioned because people did not believe official sources, and what made the market in rumors valuable was not the factual or fictional quality of the information exchanged but its clandestine nature. It laid the foundations of “us” against “‘them,’ ‘the collabos,’ the enemy.” According to one scholar, “This was vital to the process of rediscovering unity.” Indeed, the French rumor mill, “l’agence DNB,” or “derniers nouveaux bobards” (our latest fibs), became known much more familiarly as “diffusez nos bobard” (spread our latest fibs). Rumors expressed “deeply felt desires,” which is why they were necessarily mad and “out of joint with reality,” but they were “ours,” so in line with civilian hopes. “More than ever,” noted Liliane Schroeder, a Parisian schoolgirl, about the first seasons of the German occupation of France, “the ‘I’ve heard,’ or ‘I’ve been told,’ the ‘it seems that’ are taken seriously.”24


Gossip mattered. A ride on the streetcar became one of the most popular pastimes in wartime Warsaw because that was “the point of origins of the rumors and jokes that later spread across the entire city.” “The streetcar sympathized with us and shared our hate and disdain,” one resident recalled. To fabricate and indulge in rumors was “irrational Jewish optimism,” admitted Jacob Gerstenfeld, who escaped the ghetto in Lwów and passed as a German. They were muddleheaded because they were fashioned in the “belief, blind, stupid, baseless, contradicting reality, that perhaps someone would, in spite of all, do something for us.” Nonetheless, in the dark days of the ghettos, the news agency Gerstenfeld mocked as “AJW (as Jews want)” was actually a “priceless gift.” Not to indulge in rumor threatened the solidarity of the beleaguered community, as “one wise Jew” discovered when “the group wanted to tear him to shreds” after he expressed his pessimistic opinion about the Allies.25


For all the solidarity and endurance that rumors fortified, and for all the shock they sometimes triggered, information during wartime ultimately proved to be flimsy and unsatisfying, especially as questions about “what news” continued to be posed without indications that much had really changed. If anything, day-to-day life got worse, with food increasingly scarce and Nazi terror more prevalent. The year 1943 was perhaps “the most psychologically debilitating and demoralizing” one in German-occupied Europe. With news about Stalingrad, “Tunisgrad,” and Italy’s declaration of war on Germany, the year “offered hope that the war might end soon” without resolving “the mystery of how the war would end,” one historian has written. (By late in that year, Germans might not yet have conceded that “we have lost the war,” but, at the same time, they increasingly realized that “it can still last a long time.”)26 This state of endless waiting and repeated deferral diminished the cathartic effect of rumor and storytelling. As the conflict persisted, war news persisted but could not easily be inserted into meaningful or conclusive narratives. Hopes that blossomed in the morning withered by afternoon. That was the way DNB or AJW operated in wartime. For all the dreams of release and the laughter of a good joke (“Well, boys,” Soviet soldiers are said to have jested as they pried open donated American food cans, “here is the opening of the Second Front”), people fell “back into reality, or even into excessive pessimism.” As one historian of occupied France summarized, “Rumor creates an atmosphere which is both credulous and cynical, making people eager to believe anything they hear, however fantastic, but at the same time reluctant to believe anything, however well authenticated.”27 Credulity and cynicism constituted the two-stroke momentum of wartime news gathering.


And so the conversations went on, but with the effect that they went around and around. In a third-class compartment on a train to Bordeaux at the end of 1943, as imagined by Jean-Louis Curtis in his wartime novel The Forests of the Night, “all the passengers” talked about nothing but “rations, war, bombs, the advance in Italy—the advance in Italy, bombs, war, rations.” A few weeks later, Anne Frank complained to her diary: “All day long that’s all I hear. Invasion, invasion, nothing but invasion. Arguments about going hungry, dying, bombs, fire extinguishers, sleeping bags, identity cards, poison gas, etc., etc. Not exactly cheerful.” Friends and family had been invited for dinner at Jeanne Oudot’s home in the small French village of Mancenans, tucked into the hills north of Switzerland. Oudot, a schoolgirl, wrote that the conversation was “agitated”: “the war, always the war. We talk about it from morning to night. If someone comes in the door, we start back from the beginning. Everyone has their opinions, their ideas, their doubts, their fears.”28


This perpetual back-and-forth had an incapacitating effect, leading nowhere, even as it divided participants into pessimists and optimists, or “lengtheners” of the war versus the smaller number of “shorteners.” Over a “wretched” lunch of mashed potatoes and pickled kale, pieces of conversation were picked up again by the residents of Anne Frank’s Secret Annex on Amsterdam’s Prinsengracht. Mrs. van Daan remained convinced that “the Germans will win at the end,” her husband remarked that he could better stand his wife’s moods if he was just able to “smoke and smoke and smoke,” while Mr. Dussel considered the “political situation” to be “outschtänding,” declaring that “it is ‘eempossible’ that we’ll be caught.” Anne found the talk nerve-racking: the optimists and pessimists all believed they had a “monopoly on the truth”; each side enjoyed goading the other into endless “quarrels” pursued with “unflagging energy.” “All it takes is a single question, a word or a sentence, and before you know it, the entire family is involved!” The wartime division between pessimists and optimists was fundamental, appearing again and again in the records left behind. But it was not always clear-cut, since each individual also wavered. In the Lodz Ghetto, Dawid Sierakowiak at first greeted the news that Germany had declared war on the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, as “wonderful, incredible,” but reprimanded himself a week later when he realized the Germans kept “moving ahead, pushing on as though nothing can stop them.”29


That there were so many parties to rumors undermined the fortitude of hope and the astuteness of insight. The circulation of rumors underscored the inability to see and predict the course of the war and the incapacity to intervene in events. Although the war intervened much more dramatically in domestic life than World War I had, it did not turn observers into protagonists. The war required civilians to try to figure out what was going on, but the blows of war did not make them into self-assured actors. If war has been described as a “condition of eventfulness,” it also prompted a recognition of powerlessness. For Léon Werth, writing after the French armistice with the Germans, “History will be the same for us as it will be for the others, but we will not have made it. Events come to the French, the French do not go out to the events.” Werth felt trapped, at the mercy of events to which he could only inadequately respond. Werth found this feeling of immobility, which he compared to imprisonment, profoundly isolating. In the past, the legibility of the world around him had allowed him to make connections, find analogies, and reach conclusions, but in the circumstances of illegibility created by the war’s unpredictable events, words simply drifted away. All Werth felt he had left was the memory of past authorship, the mirage of meaning.30


For Werth, as for other Jews in France and elsewhere in Europe, rumors also produced a heightened state of alertness to the danger of arrest and deportation. To be “confronted constantly,” day after day, by the “Radio-Rue–des Rosiers” (a reference to one of the main streets in the “Jewish quarter” of Paris), as one resident described it, created a burden of fear that non-Jews simply did not have to bear. Rumor highlighted the narrowing confines of a captive population contemplating its fate over the course of the long evenings of confinement at home. (Beginning in February 1942, the curfew for Jews in France ran from 8:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m.) Rumor marked out Jews as much as the yellow star.31


Rumors and other wartime talk proliferated because men and women spent an inordinate amount of time waiting in line. Paris journalist Jacques Bielinky noted that food lines were so long that they chopped themselves up into “sections, to let pedestrians pass.” Already in September 1940, one woman stood in line for five hours to buy a quarter pound of butter. On the Rue Mouffetard, Bielinky waited for three hours to buy five and a half pounds of potatoes. A few weeks later, he lined up on Rue Drouot at 2:00 in the afternoon, and it was not until 7:00 in the evening that he was able to purchase some sausage. These were the lines in which Parisians passed along the joke about the Germans who had delivered ashes to the French (a reference to the repatriation in December 1940 of the remains of Napoleon’s son) when what they needed was coal. The lines themselves were the subject of bitter humor. Do you know the one about three people who recounted their small victories in line? one joke went. The first one had waited for eight days to get a half pound of butter; the second waited for only four days, but managed to get a bar of Persil soap; and the third waited even longer, this to get ten minutes of electricity that allowed him to turn on the radio only to hear the British broadcast, “Patience, we’re coming.”32


Especially during the cold winters—and they all seemed particularly harsh during the occupation—people grumbled constantly about shortages. The most basic items such as potatoes and bread were on everyone’s mind, but also tobacco, wine, and shoes. As the lines inched forward, shared resentments against shopkeepers, bureaucrats, and German occupiers developed. Perhaps that is why Bielinky, who as a Jew carefully watched for signs, concluded that “there is not evidence of anti-Semitism in the lines.” The sympathy was guarded, however, in his telling, extending to the poor Jews who had been arrested but not to the rich ones—the “big bankers and speculators”—whose sins apparently always went unpunished. There was so much talk against the Jews who had been “the masters during the Republic” that one Parisian, upset by the accusations, tartly observed that under the Jews, “no one declared war, there was no rationing, we had neither coupons nor tickets and could buy whatever we wanted, eat to our heart’s content.” Even “the bread was white.”33


Conversations in line about “fat cats” and “little guys,” and about varieties of rich and poor Jews, indicated how quickly the camaraderie of the line could dissolve into social resentment. Solidarity typically had an edge that expressed the particular and often difficult situations in which men and women found themselves. A reliable guide is Marcel Aymé, who assembled a line of misery in his short story “While Waiting.” In his story, people talk about themselves while waiting together, but they remain fundamentally alone. Things are so bad that no one wants to return home. Home is empty without the widower’s wife, is filled with guilty pleasures now that the husband is a prisoner of war in Germany, or is where “the four little ones” wait (“the fifth one died in 1941”). One boy is scared to go back to his mother because he has lost the family’s bread-ration cards. Another is “always hungry.” Near the end of the line on the Rue Caulaincourt, a voice cries out a simple truth: “I’m a Jew.” The line where everyone prefers to stay rather than go home is an imaginary space of solace, setting off in a humorous way the particular difficulties that Parisians endured, often by themselves.34 The line epitomizes the misery, passivity, and resignation that in 1941 and 1942 threatened to seize the spirit of the French.


The long, stretched-out present in which so many French civilians waited during those years caught up with German soldiers in 1943 or 1944 when the story line of victorious Germany began to falter. Wehrmacht soldiers too spent a long time in railway station waiting rooms and up to four days on the transport trains that took them to the eastern front or back home. Official policy attempted to give soldiers at least one home leave each year, although these opportunities became more irregular after the summer of 1942. Soldiers had plenty of time to talk to men from other divisions in the overfilled compartments and to make sense of the war news. It was on trains that soldiers were able to gradually piece together the parts they had played in the systematic murder of Jewish civilians. Especially toward the end of the war, soldiers spoke quite frankly about Germany’s war against the Jews, but most of the time they talked about girls, drinking, and vacation; debated the virtues and deficiencies of military technology; or groused about Nazi bigwigs.35


What must have been boisterous trips home in 1939 from Poland and in 1940 from France, places from which soldiers took as many goodies as they could carry, became more somber in 1942 and 1943. More and more soldiers left the front on hospital trains and returned to the front after a period of convalescence. They also passed through or changed trains in bombed-out railway stations after they crossed the German border, and they milled around with evacuated citizens seeking some sort of roof over their heads. In March 1942, writer Gerhard Nebel engaged in lively conversations with his fellow soldiers, and he did so without any fear of denunciation. Opinions about the war varied, but Nebel noted that soldiers who had served in the Soviet Union “assure us that we have to win the war under all circumstances. Because if we lose and are treated anywhere near to how we have treated the populations in the East, it will be our certain downfall.” This view was quite widespread, but victory seemed within reach, at least as good as a “fifty-fifty” proposition. Two years later, the odds were judged to be longer. The emphasis was on a victory that could still be attained because of wonder weapons or Japan’s invasion of the Soviet Union—“what ifs,” ersatz rumors with which Germans had to make do at the end of the war. Hitler’s argument to his generals held that if the Russians had turned their situation around in 1941, it was possible for the Germans to do so as well.36


“Daily and nightly debates” became more “furious” among German soldiers in 1944, along with the growing realization about what was lost forever: “a frighteningly large part of my life and my youth” was the way Heinrich Böll, the future novelist, put it to his wife, Annemarie, “summer after summer, fall after fall and 6 hard winters and 6 glorious springs.” After the war Böll reworked these thoughts into a short story, “Reunion on the Avenue,” in which soldiers began to talk after “the fourth or fifth glass,” usually about the past, because the wartime present, which they “loathed,” no longer had “the virtues of a ‘mission,’” and because by 1944 the future appeared like “a black tunnel full of sharp corners that we were going to bump into.” Yet the past was also unsatisfying because it was about what the young soldiers had never really possessed, “meager rudiments of what our fathers might have called life,” perhaps because it was about the “girl who lived at the end of the avenue,” “that girl, you know,” “and the last time I was on leave . . . ”37 Ultimately, Böll’s comrades, too, found themselves stuck in the railway station waiting room as the war went on and on.


A VETERAN OF THE FRENCH RESISTANCE, ALBAN VISTEL RECALLED that at the beginning, opponents of the German occupation had nothing but words with which to attack their enemies. “Whether it was whispered or written, the single verb was the birth of the act,” he wrote. Strong convictions could be expressed in simple words, in lines of poetry, in songs, in cries of distress. It is certainly true that words such as liberty, patriotism, and the Republic, whose meanings had faded before the war, acquired new vigor in intimate conversations and clandestine writings as the Resistance gradually gathered confidence. Whether a V scrawled on a wall meant “victory” or “freedom,” the sight of “nothing but Vs and still more Vs everywhere” across France, Holland, Belgium, and Poland at the end of March 1941 created a sense of encouragement and a “feeling of conspiracy.”38


But letters and words could also be misleading. Repeated attempts to describe or anticipate the direction of the war made very clear that the Germans had the power to direct the scene. The unending circulation of wartime rumors produced solidarity but also feelings of helplessness and imprisonment. And the word Jew emblazoned on yellow stars distinguished the very different fates of Jews and non-Jews; it left its Jewish wearers exposed and was more likely to disable rather than enable resistance. Talk in the railway station waiting room and along the lines expressed sympathy for those who were persecuted by the Germans. Yet many stories were completely self-centered since the war acted on everyone, though in different ways. Contemporaries were aware of some of the things that were happening to the Jews, but they often focused on their own problems, whether a bombed-out apartment or scarcities of food. Moreover, the news about the Jews that was communicated often came prefaced by the French on dit or the German man sagt (it is said), a construction that was like watching action through a closed window. Observation was a step toward bearing witness, but the grammar also created distance, a prerequisite for indifference and for not telling the stories at all. On dit marked the horrible information passed on in all the talk about the Jews as somewhat dubious, not quite known, possible but not certain—news out there but not ours.


Wartime talk, haunted by the recent past and frightened of the uncertain future, was a constant in the long present of the years 1939–1945. But talk of war began years earlier, starting in earnest when Adolf Hitler started to speak over the world’s radio waves after becoming Germany’s chancellor in 1933. That was when Europe’s “railway station waiting-room” took on its dispiriting contours.
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Hitler Means War!


“HITLER, THAT MEANS WAR.” THIS WAS THE IMMEDIATE REACTION OF Heinrich Böll’s mother when she heard the news that Germany’s president, the old war hero Paul von Hindenburg, had appointed Adolf Hitler as chancellor on January 30, 1933. Böll, who, after the war, would become one of Germany’s great novelists, was fifteen years old at the time, and he happened to be in bed with the flu, reading and smoking a forbidden cigarette. (He later half-jestingly wondered whether the flu epidemic that winter had not been neglected by historians as a key factor to explain the delirium accompanying Hitler’s seizure of power.) Böll was miserable. His family had just moved into an ugly apartment on Cologne’s Maternusstrasse. The Rhein River was nearby, as was a large park that had been spruced up in 1927 with a soaring column crowned with the German eagle to honor the “heroes” who had fallen in World War I. “Numero oppressis menti invictis” read the defiant inscription—Germany’s soldiers had been conquered by “superior numbers,” but they had not been “vanquished in spirit.” Named after Hindenburg, the park had, by 1933, become a melancholy place where unemployed men sat around, smoked, and waited. Would there really be a new war? In the conversation around the stove, Mother’s contention was “hotly denied”: “The fellow wouldn’t last long enough to be able to start a war.” Maybe so. Although she detested Hitler, she also could not quite take the “turnip head” seriously.1


Households across Germany debated the implications of Hitler’s rise to power in the weeks following his appointment by Hindenburg. In the previous year, 1932, there had been two presidential elections pitting Hitler against Hindenburg, and two parliamentary elections, one in July in which the Nazis emerged as the largest party, and one in November in which they suffered setbacks. At the same time, local and regional elections continued to remind Germans of how divided they were over the issue of Hitler and the future of the Weimar Republic. When a reluctant Hindenburg finally agreed to Hitler’s chancellorship, Germans did not know whether they faced civil war, revolution from the nationalist right, or a new offensive against their old enemies in the Great War. The great debates of the 1930s had begun. They were shaped by the growing might of Hitler and his Nazi supporters who, using the carrot of economic growth and the stick of political terror, rapidly established the most popular dictatorship in the twentieth century.


Discussions continued over the kitchen table at the Dürkefäldens home, a working-class family in Peine, near Hanover. One Sunday in May 1933, Emma brought “her latest beau” over for coffee. The talk turned to Hitler and to war. The boyfriend had been temporarily blinded after being shot in the head in the last war. “He doesn’t want to take part in any war again,” Emma’s brother Karl reported. “He suffered enough.” But his resolve was not shared by Emma’s other brother, Willi, who as a result of the new political developments “appeared to take more interest in tradition,” that is, in Germany’s imperial past. He rummaged around for his wartime diary, which, as Karl disdainfully remarked, he had never cared about before. To Willi’s consternation, his mother had long ago thrown out the letters he had written during the war. Willi was one among millions of Germans who suddenly discovered their soldierly patriotism and hurried to join the Nazi Party or enlist in its brown-shirted paramilitary wing, the SA (Sturmabteilung). There were so many who overcame their scruples regarding the Nazis that new recruits were called “casualties of March.” A dispirited Karl later looked out of the kitchen window to see Willi and many other neighbors, marching the streets in new uniforms, singing the tunes of the new National Socialist era. Karl stood aside, but “father, mother, and Emma”—they had all become “fanatical Hitler supporters.”2


The new martial spirit was visible, and audible, everywhere in Germany. On a visit to Weimar in July 1933, playwright Erich Ebermayer found the city unbearable: “You hear the uninterrupted smack of SA boots on the pavement, and ‘Heil Hitler’ cries echo through the quiet streets.” The only boys visible seemed to be Hitler Youth; “young people don’t walk anymore; they march.” And in between, “a few old people shuffle along, lonesome, intimidated remnants of another era.” Nazi Party strongholds had the hustle and bustle of military fortresses. One after the other, Germans bought new outfits: brown shirts, belts and buckles, caps and visors, ties and party pins, and boots—“high marching boots,” “a good pair” to be acquired for “a decent price.”3 Less than twenty years after the start of World War I, the country looked like August 1914 again, more disciplined, perhaps, but just as ready for military engagement. And just as in 1914, the enemy, at least as far as the Nazis were concerned, was French: Versailles, where the hated peace treaty had been signed in 1919; Paris, where so many statesmen had thwarted Germany’s initiatives over the course of the 1920s; Geneva, in French-speaking Switzerland, the site of the League of Nations from which Hitler, to the world’s alarm, withdrew in November 1933 in a move to advance Germany’s national interests. Observers could be forgiven if they had the suspicion that the marching that had begun in the Great War and continued under the aegis of a dozen or so paramilitary associations right through the Weimar Republic was now, with the ranks of Hitler’s uniformed supporters ever growing, pointed straight toward a new war. Sometime around 1933 the line between postwar and prewar was crossed. Years in which there had been much talk about “the war to end all wars,” “the end of the war,” and “after the war” gave way with a sudden lurch to a new period threatened by the “next catastrophe,” the “next war.”


The debate about whether “Hitler means war” inevitably spilled over Germany’s borders to France, Britain, and the United States, the powers that had dictated the peace of Versailles and also the destination for thousands of refugees fleeing Germany to escape the political and anti-Jewish persecution that began almost immediately after the Nazis assumed power. Photographs of newly constructed concentration camps splashed across the pages of illustrated magazines advertised the resolve of Germany’s new rulers to enforce their political revolution. Refugees therefore had few illusions about Hitler’s willingness to use force. But they also found themselves considered, by many, unwelcome messengers of war. For some Europeans, Jews were evidence of the ferocity of Hitler’s violence. Many on the Left soon cast off their pacifist convictions in order to take up the fight against fascism. For many others, however, Jews threatened Europe with an unnecessary and destructive war that in the end could only benefit themselves and the Communists. Nationalists accused Jews of being warmongers, anticipating the ugly propaganda of the Nazis who held Jewry, whether in the form of “Jewish plutocracy” or “Judeao-Communism,” to be the main cause of global conflict. Warmongers, or bellicistes, was the collective term of opprobrium in the 1930s—not appeasers. War was the extremist position, and both in Europe and in the United States politicians believed they had to mollify or persuade a public that was basically pacifist. The question was at what point the price to avert war with Germany became too high.


“Hear ye! hear ye! hear ye!” the debate in the United States had begun. “All those who have business before this court of civilization give your attention and ye shall be heard.” Preceded by taps blown by a bugler from the American Legion Post 39 and then a moment of silence in honor of those murdered by the Nazis, this cry marked the start of a mock trial of Hitler’s government held before 20,000 spectators on the evening of March 7, 1934, at New York City’s Madison Square Garden. The indictment accused the government of “compelling the German people to turn back from civilization to an antiquated and barbarous despotism which menaces the progress of mankind toward peace and freedom.” Twenty witnesses representing trade unions, Jewish organizations, and city and state government presented “The Case of Civilization Against Hitlerism.” Speakers detailed the violation of human rights in the Third Reich, the persecution of minorities, the imprisonment of labor leaders, and infringements on free intellectual inquiry. Former New York governor Alfred E. Smith described the revival of “cave-man law, the law of the sharpest tooth, the angriest growl, and the greediest maw.” The “deification of force” not only terrorized the German people but also falsified Hitler’s numerous pledges of peace. Samuel Seabury of the New York Bar Association summed up “the case for civilization” by quoting Hitler against Hitler. With references to the “final conflict,” the “extermination” of France, and the superior rights and imperial mission of Europe’s 80 million Germans, Seabury caught the spirit if not the letter of Hitler’s 1925 book, Mein Kampf. Seabury concluded with the confident assertion that “public opinion” provided the force and economic boycott the “weapon” to break the “power of Hitlerism” and preserve “world peace.” The resolution in favor of civilization and against Hitler was passed with a “great swelling roar” of unanimous approval.


A rebuttal followed two months later when “20,000 Nazi Friends” filled Madison Square Garden on May 17, 1934. Standing between German and American flags, speakers representing the “German-American Business Committee” denounced the “Jewish boycott” of Germany as an incitement to racial hatred. Boycotts were bad for business, but also rested on a misunderstanding of Hitler’s actions. There “was no alternative for Germany except Hitler—or chaos,” “whatever our attitude toward Hitler may be,” explained George Viereck, one of the “Friends of the New Germany.” Hitler had “emancipated Germany from the bondage of Versailles” and erected a bulwark against “the red sea of bolshevism.” The troublemakers, Walter Kappe, publisher of the Deutsche Zeitung, pointed out, were not Nazis but Jews. Jews constituted “a State within a State” in New York to wage their own “private war against Germany.” The meeting adjourned with the crowd singing the “Horst Wessel Song” and shouting “Heil Hitler.”4


Speeches and rallies addressed the converted, as the unanimous resolutions, roaring cheers, and collective singing in Madison Square Garden confirmed. But the question of whether Hitler meant war engaged millions more people. Many confronted the issue mostly through sounds broadcast over the radio. It was during the 1930s, precisely when the issues of war and peace were hotly debated in Europe and in the United States, that radio audiences expanded dramatically. Radio ownership was highest in the United States, where nearly 90 percent of households could tune in, but in the 1930s rates doubled and tripled in western Europe so that a radio could be found in more or less every second home in Germany, Britain, and France. In Czechoslovakia, the focus of world attention in September 1938, 1 in 10 people listened to the radio at home; in Greece only 23,000 could. Like all media—such as newspapers, books, and magazines—radio programming infiltrated enclosed spaces, the living room and kitchen, of course, but also invisible walls of custom surrounding towns and villages. It pulled together national audiences around common repertoires of music, entertainment, and news. With the latest popular hits and news bulletins, broadcasting also allowed people to feel “up-to-date.” Radio was the sound of the present becoming the future.5


Listening to the radio was very different from reading a newspaper. On the radio, settings could be rendered more realistic through “variations of tempo and pitch” but also more dramatic. Without radio, listeners would never have described Hitler as “confident and enthralling,” or “dynamic” and “spellbinding,” or as someone who “ranted and snarled.” Without the radio, it would not have been possible for “Hitler’s bellowing” to convince “hundreds of thousands of Frenchmen of Hitler’s evil intentions.”6 These are just a few examples of the diverse reviews that Hitler’s speeches received, but they all indicate ways in which radio intensified impressions of Hitler. Radio broadcasts enabled listeners to hear intonations of reassurance, resolution, or intimidation. It was these same attributes of intimacy and directness that made radio such an excellent way to convey or simulate emergency, as was the case in the fever-pitched broadcasts of the Hindenburg zeppelin disaster in Lakehurst, New Jersey, in May 1937 or Orson Welles’s adaptation of The War of the Worlds on Halloween eve in 1938. Radio hyped the enticements and assaults of the modern world.


Hitler generally spoke in front of an audience—workers assembled on the Berlin shop floor of Siemens’s Dynamowerk, where the Führer stepped onto the top of a cable drum to urge voters to approve Germany’s withdrawal from the League of Nations on November 10, 1933; party faithful gathered on Nuremberg’s grandiose Zeppelinfeld, where he pitched his demands regarding Czechoslovakia on September 12, 1938; or Reichstag deputies meeting in the Kroll Opera House in Berlin, where Hitler to great applause threatened the extermination of the Jews on January 30, 1939. Part of the effect of a broadcast of a Hitler speech was the interaction of speaker and audience. Even when they understood that the setting was carefully choreographed, listeners around the world never failed to appreciate the “huge cheering,” the “tumultuous cheers,” the “frenzied cheers” that “reechoed” across the borders of the Reich.7 The response of the crowd to the declarations of the Führer heightened the impression of German national unity and strength.


The fact that Nazi authorities encouraged group listening, installed loud speakers in public places such as markets and subway stations, and made listening to Hitler’s speeches mandatory in factories, schools, and government offices made the loud pulse of speech and cheer, Führer and Volk, a pervasive part of the soundscape of the Third Reich. Victor Klemperer found himself on Bismarckplatz in Dresden one day in March 1936 when he “ran into the middle of Hitler’s Reichstag speech” announcing the remilitarization of the Rhineland: “I could not get away from it for an hour. First from an open shop, then in the bank, then from a shop again.” And so it was across Europe, where listeners routinely fiddled with the radio dial to tune in a variety of international stations, and newspapers regularly published foreign radio programs. The BBC and big-city American radio stations—WABC, WEAF, WJZ, and later corporations such as CBS and NBC, which each had dozens of local affiliates—routinely broadcast the second high-spirited half of Hitler’s speeches with English summaries at the end or quick voice-over digests during fade-outs of the cheering (which is an indication of how long the applause lasted).8 Even outside Germany, Hitler quickly became part of the sights and sounds of everyday life. At London’s Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum, he mingled with the great cricketer Don Bradman (“the Don”); Greta Garbo, film star of Mata Hari and the Grand Hotel; and the king and queen (Hitler’s was the only figure to be defaced). On the airwaves, he mixed with Gracie Fields, Tino Rossi, and Jack Hylton. No wonder Adolf Hitler is one of the most well-known names in the twentieth century.


“Heil, Heil, Heil”—radio noise made urgent the question of war and peace, but those strange voices drifting over from Germany in the night seemed to confirm the existence of new kinds of energy similar to radio waves or airpower. It stirred up the imagination in terrifying new ways. The notorious French fascist Robert Brasillach, a gifted novelist, explained the ways in which radio collaborated with Hitler. In his estimation, the year 1933 was a key date when postwar became prewar. The radio, the young writer observed, “had virtually waited for this year in order to spread itself everywhere.” In the preceding years, he explained, “it was squeaky and temperamental”: “collected, around unreliable sets,” only the most patient listeners were “engrossed in searching for a concert amid frightening gurgling noises.” But after 1933, “all was ready for us to tune into German stations in the evenings to hear that extraordinary National-Socialist election campaign, with its torrent of bells, drums and violins.” The elections set “all the demons of music” loose. Brasillach accurately captured the dynamic of the Nazis’ rise when he noted the enormous energy with which “Hitler moved forward, eating up the Nationalists, eating up the Monarchists, eating up the Stahlhelm [a nationalist veterans’ group], eating up the [Catholic] Center, then, without stopping at the sight of a Marxist bloc that was still solid, he suddenly established his dark and devouring power in Germany, and turning to the world, his voice still gentle, said to it: ‘Now it’s between the two of us.’” After the efforts at international cooperation in the mid-1920s, in Brasillach’s account, after the spirit of Locarno and “the day-dreams of Geneva” and the League of Nations, after “the doves of Lac Leman” and all “the frolics and follies of the postwar period,” the “enormous planet” of Germany suddenly “took up a position in the very center of the heavens with the radiating glow of a conflagration.” In any case, Brasillach wrote, “this is what we kept telling ourselves, as we followed the initiatory ceremonies of the new cult on the wireless sets, listening to the bells ringing, every few minutes, to punctuate the speeches and to bow the heads of crowds.”9 It was as if the familiar structures of everyday life had been smashed apart by great storms of spiritual energy.


Most Europeans hesitated, not sure what to make of the new places and new sounds. This is why Brasillach called fascism the “mal du siècle,” a symptom of “world weariness,” a temptation rather than a resolution. Ultimately, Brasillach claimed that Germany remained a “profoundly strange country,” although he would later admit that he wanted to sleep with her. What Brasillach wanted to possess “in our own country, in our own way,” were “the virtues of nation, race, and history” and, behind those, the carnal experiences of “faith,” “suffering, blood, and death” that he had discovered in Germany. “Why not us?” he asked.10


The “Great Debate” in the interwar years was not really about whether “Hitler means war,” and it was not about whether and to what extent American interests were at stake in the war in Europe once it began in earnest in 1940–1941.11 It cut much deeper, posing fundamental questions about the legacy of the past war, the consequences of a new war, and the role of aggression and détente in contemporary international affairs. It was also about the virtue of the martial spirit, the decadence of democracy, and the search for new sources of political energy. Radio noise scored much of the debate.


Postwar


ONE AND A HALF MILLION FRENCHMEN LOST THEIR LIVES OVER THE course of the war in 1914–1918; another 2 million returned to their homes wounded or maimed. “Never again!” was the deep yearning that emerged from the slaughter of the war—the first “never again” that anticipated the “never again” of Holocaust remembrance. In France pacifism was the broadest common denominator to be found in the fractious politics of the postwar Third Republic.12 Pacifist tendencies ran deep in Britain as well. Statesmen on both sides of the Channel took seriously the 1928 “Kellogg-Briand Pact,” officially known as the “General Treaty for Renunciation of War as an Instrument of National Policy.” Pacifism was not so much a true creed as porous disposition or favored inclination, although important pacifist organizations were active, and vague antiwar notions often firmed up into something quite new: an absolute opposition to war and its carnage under any circumstances.


Pacifism in the 1930s had a neighborhood feel about it, with poster parades, street-corner meetings, and peace pledges. When hundreds of citizens came out to pacifist meetings in small towns, they were responding to the admonishment of the ghosts of the dead from the Great War. “The dead remained strangely present,” recalled historian Raoul Girardet. “Almost every day you could hear references to the names of the dead in conversation.” And if “you entered a neighbor’s house,” “the faces,” and they were “such young faces,” stared back from photographs on the walls and mantels. Everyday life reflected the long “shadow of the war”: in “the black outlines of the women, in the sometimes unbearable likeness of the mutilated, the commemorations on November 11, the powerful associations of veterans.” Novelist Irène Némirovsky tucked the last war throughout the pages of her novel Suite Française, about France’s new war in 1940: “The golden letters of the names of people who had died in 1914 shimmered on a marble tablet” in the town’s church; the tax inspector who “rubbed the hand that had been lacerated by a shell explosion in 1915”; and the scene when the invading soldiers asked for a cigarette, the news agent on the main street replied in “bad German” because “he had been among the occupying forces in Mainz in ’18.”13 Veterans of the war made up 40 percent of the male population in France.
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