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Introduction


The Holocaust has never been so ubiquitous. It has never been studied so extensively, taught so widely, or taken with such frequency as a subject for novels and films. On 1 November 2005, the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted 27 January as International Holocaust Remembrance Day so that it is now commemorated almost universally, held up as the global benchmark for evil, as the ultimate violation of human rights and crimes against humanity. The seventieth anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz and the concentration camps was marked with ceremonies attended by heads of state and church leaders alongside the frail, shrinking band of survivors.1


However there is a yawning gulf between popular understanding of this history and current scholarship on the subject. This is hardly surprising given that most people acquire their knowledge of the Nazi past and the fate of the Jews through novels, films, or earnest but ill-informed lessons at school, which frequently rely on novels for young adults or their filmic versions. Misconceptions are reinforced by the edited and instrumentalized versions purveyed by campaigning bodies and the constellation of organizations devoted to education and commemoration. Although these efforts are made in good faith, they are subordinate to extraneous agendas, be it the desire to cultivate an inclusive national identity or the laudable determination to combat anti-Semitism, racism, homophobia and other forms of political, religious or ethnic intolerance. Some lazily draw on an outdated body of research, while others utilize state-of-the-art research but downplay inconvenient aspects of the newer findings.2


It is easier to arrange one-day visits to Auschwitz-Birkenau, where an estimated 960,000 Jews were murdered, than to Treblinka, where some 860,000 Jews were killed in a shorter space of time, let alone to the broadly dispersed but omnipresent killing fields of Belarus and Ukraine, where around one and half million Jews were shot to death. Conscientious educators preparing and accompanying the flying visits to Auschwitz and Birkenau strive to frame the concentration and extermination camp within the larger history of the genocide inflicted on the Jews, but the emotional charge that imprints the historical data on the mind is inevitably shaped by physically witnessing this one site. Notwithstanding the intense preparation, the other locations where most Jews suffered, died, and were done to death remain distant. As a result the customary narrative is lopsided. The emphasis on deportations to death camps, particularly from western Europe and particularly to Auschwitz, overshadows the benighted experience of Jews in Polish ghettos. Yet the number of Jews incarcerated in the ghettos of Warsaw and Lodz in 1940–1 exceeds the combined Jewish populations in France, Belgium and the Netherlands at the same time. More Jews died in Warsaw than were deported from France to the killing sites of eastern Europe. More Jews were shot within walking distance of their homes in Kiev on 29–30 September 1941 than were forced to endure the horrendous five-day journey in box-cars from transit camps in Belgium to death camps in Poland. Yet one of the most typical Holocaust memorials is a freight car mounted on a segment of rail track.3


The use of survivor testimony routinely trumps the dissemination of scholarship. Survivors may only be able to illuminate a tiny corner of the sprawling historical tragedy from their own experience, but they were there, so their every word is highly charged. However, the use of survivor testimony in educational and commemorative settings swerves comprehension in the direction of a small cadre whose experiences are unrepresentative.


It is trite to remark that as survivors they are atypical of what the majority of Jews endured under Nazi rule. More pertinently, the passage of time dictates that they could only have experienced the Nazi years as children, teenagers or young adults. They observed the dilemmas of adults and can report on how things were for their mothers, fathers, grandparents and older relatives, but they cannot testify to what it felt like to be a middle-aged person confronted by persecution and unnatural death. They can only offer an echo of what it meant to lose homes and businesses, the painfully acquired achievements of a lifetime or several generations. Young people were largely insulated from, or took no direct part in, the internecine struggles that typified life in Jewish communities under ruthless pressure to divide one from another: those fit to work from those unfit, those with resources from those with none, those with contacts amongst the authorities from those bereft of patronage. They witnessed but did not feel the emotions of adults trying to protect children and loved ones, the despair and rage that accompanied helplessness and, ultimately, loss.


On the contrary, what survivors offer is a wonderful example of how youthful traumas can be overcome. They show how it is possible to rebuild in one generation what was mercilessly destroyed in the previous one. Inspiring testimony such as this inevitably carries a redemptive message. No matter how unpleasant or unvarnished the content, the age of the speaker, and the courage they show in recalling horrendous times bestows on them a heroic aura. They are envoys from a fearful distant past, bearing a message of hope – that survival and recuperation is possible whatever the odds against them.4


Commemorative events, especially those with survivors present, are naturally constructed to avoid sensitive and conflicted subjects. They steer around phenomena like the corruption of life in the ghettos and the moral degradation of camp inmates. They skirt awkward questions of forced cooperation with the German authorities or acts of premeditated revenge. They maintain a discreet silence over instances of voluntary infanticide, sexual exploitation amongst the Jews, rape and even cannibalism. Yet all these things occurred at times in ghettos, camps, urban hideouts and forest sanctuaries. Educational programmes have more latitude and ambition when confronting such touchy issues, but since they are designed to inoculate against racism, the emphasis is on the crimes of the Germans, their allies and accomplices or the indifference of ‘bystanders’. To dwell on the terrible things that Jews did to Jews would be tantamount to ‘blaming the victims’, a variety of prejudicial thinking that ‘Holocaust education’ is itself supposed to expunge. Ironically, these are the very areas currently being explored by responsible, conscientious researchers.5


The nomenclature is itself increasingly self-defeating. The Holocaust, capitalized here to signify the cultural construction rather than the historical events to which it is assumed to refer, has come to imply a unitary event characterized by systematic procedures and a uniformity of experience. But newer histories point to the nuances between different countries, regions, districts, and even adjacent villages. They are more sensitized to variations over time, breaking it down into locales and segments, each with distinctive characteristics that could accentuate the chances of life or death. Certain historians argue that a number of overlapping genocides raged within The Holocaust. Romania, for example, embarked on murderous ethnic cleansing against local Jews to suit a national agenda that was distinctive from, and even cut across, German aspirations. Perspectives on the catastrophe are changing, yet this is barely reflected in the reproduction of an agreed but ageing narrative.6


This book grew out of a concern about the discord between, on the one side, evocations of The Holocaust in popular culture, education and its commemoration and, on the other, the revelations by researchers in many disciplines, operating within and outside an academic framework. The divergence has become acute since the 1990s, thanks to the vastly increased volume of research that followed the end of the Cold War and the opening of archives in eastern Europe. Access to these new archives facilitated individual scholarship and enabled teams to investigate Jewish slave labour and the fate of Jewish property and assets. Over a dozen countries organized historical commissions to deal with accusations about their wartime record. Their example was followed by financial institutions and industrial corporations. The result was a flood of weighty reports, scholarly articles, and monographs, not to mention accounts by journalists, politicians and activists. Around the turn of the century, historians including Michael Burleigh, Ian Kershaw, Peter Longerich, Christopher Browning, Richard Evans and Saul Friedländer wove this new material into fresh narratives of Hitler’s life, the Third Reich, and the destruction of the Jews. They were outstanding works of synthesis and original insight. While several enjoyed healthy sales world-wide, others had little impact beyond the circle of aficionados.7


A number of TV documentaries distilled the new work, although the richness of the original research and some of its shocking implications remained locked away in detailed monographs. There were also several shorter histories that necessarily required analysis, generalization and the recital of bare facts, with the effect that something quintessentially bloody became metaphorically bloodless.8 Moreover, in his two-volume history of the persecution and extermination of the Jews, Saul Friedländer raised the bar for all historians tackling the subject. Friedländer set out to construct an ‘integrated history’ that encompassed the perspectives, actions and reactions of the Jews, those who tormented them, and those who observed the unfolding horrors either close-up or from a distance. By drawing on a multitude of contemporary sources he attempted to recover the contingency of events and the chaotic experience of Jews caught up in them, not knowing why things were happening or how they would end.9


This account too strives for an ‘integrated history’, but the focus is primarily and unapologetically on the Jews. It also sets out to challenge the traditional concepts and periodization that have until now framed constructions of The Holocaust.


The reappraisal begins with the term itself, a term that arguably is well past its sell-by date. This is not due to the politicization of the word and arguments over what it means, although these are certainly good enough reasons to retire it. To some historians the appellation connotes the Nazi persecution and mass murder of Jews and other victims of the lethal racial-biological policies implemented by the National Socialist regime. It is commonly taken to also embrace the deliberate mass death of over three million Red Army personnel taken prisoner of war in the wake of the German invasion of the USSR in 1941. Other historians point to the plans adumbrated by certain Nazi officials for the destruction or deliberate starvation of Polish and Russian populations to suggest that they were in part, and potentially in whole, victims of The Holocaust. Many Jewish historians insist that the term be limited to the Jewish victims of specifically anti-Semitic measures. In Israel the word Shoah is preferred because, as a Hebrew word, it automatically tends to refer to Jews only. In this respect it echoes the Yiddish terminology favoured by many survivor-historians immediately after 1945, such as ‘churban’, although they also made free use of the Yiddish equivalent of words such as catastrophe and destruction. However, Yiddish authors wrote unselfconsciously while those who use Shoah do so deliberately to denote a Jewish event. Since the word is both Judeocentric and embodied in the official Israeli memorial day Yom ha-Shoah, such usage is frequently taken to indicate a supposedly ‘Zionist’ version, in which Jew-hatred is ineradicable, genocide was inevitable, and the only security for Jews lies in statehood.10


This ideological dispute over meaning is not, however, the real problem. Rather, the ubiquity of a standardized version under the rubric of The Holocaust in popular culture and education has created a received wisdom about what it was. The expectations conjured up by the word are then often confirmed and reinforced by the rituals of commemoration.


In this standardized version, to which I have myself contributed, The Holocaust was the outcome of racist and anti-Semitic policies that were implemented in Germany by the Nazis and then imposed on countries they conquered or adopted by the allies they made. It unfolded in stages. First the Jews of Germany were subjected to discrimination and exclusion from 1933 to 1938. Persecution intended to encourage emigration intensified into forced migration from Germany and Austria in 1938–9. With the coming of war the German authorities began expelling Jews from the Greater Reich and areas they conquered. Throughout 1939–40 Jews in German-occupied Poland were concentrated in ghettos, forced to live under appalling conditions. The physical annihilation of Jewish communities began with the invasion of Russia in 1941, followed by the deportation of Jews from all over Europe to death camps in Poland from 1941 to 1944. It ended with death marches during the last months of Hitler’s Reich. Along the way, the Jews were demonized and dehumanized in propaganda and forced to resemble the reviled image of ‘the Jew’ in centuries-old stereotypes as well as more modern prejudicial representations.


It has become an article of faith that The Holocaust involved the systematic use of state power, modern bureaucratic methods, scientific thinking, and killing methods adapted from industrial production systems. For example, the website of the Holocaust Memorial Day Trust (of which I was a trustee for several years), responsible for overseeing the annual commemorative and educational activities in Britain around the 27 January anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, states that ‘Between 1941 and 1945, the Nazis attempted to annihilate all of Europe’s Jews. This systematic and planned attempt to murder European Jewry is known as the Holocaust.’ The interlocking set of assumptions inherent in the nomenclature is so potent that it is almost impossible to begin a historical work, a novel or a film bearing the label ‘Holocaust’ without anticipating how it will pan out, a phenomenon that Michael André Bernstein labelled ‘backshadowing’.11


This reassessment challenges these widely accepted preconceptions. It starts by showing that the Nazi Party did not come to power because of anti-Semitism. Of course it was an anti-Semitic party, but it had few concrete ideas about what to do with the German Jews if it took office. During its first years in government, Judenpolitik – anti-Jewish policy and measures – was marked by improvisation and muddle. There is a paradox here. Adolf Hitler and the core of Nazi true-believers were convinced that ‘the Jews’ were the enemy within and that they were at war with ‘international Jewry’, yet the strength of this often adumbrated conviction did not express itself clearly or directly in practice. By contrast, Hitler was unwavering in the pursuit of his oft-stated goal to restore German power. Economic and social policy was determined by this objective as much as it guided diplomacy and the policy of rearmament. Even racial policy was so intertwined with Hitler’s belligerency that it is hard to say what came first: war and conquest to provide the basis for a healthy Volk or a healthy Volk capable of sustaining war and conquest? The key to understanding the paradox lies in the phantasm of the ‘Jewish enemy’. Hitler and his acolytes believed that to succeed they had to break the ‘power’ of the Jews in Germany and intimidate world Jewry. Sanctions against German Jews were not just intended to ruin them and drive them out of Germany, they were a threatening gesture to ‘international Jewry’. Once the Third Reich was actually at war, the Jews were perceived as both hostages and combatants. Hence diplomacy, military preparations, and waging war were functions of the struggle with Jewry. Policy was perpetually informed by the fantasy of the ‘Jewish enemy’ even if particular measures were not explicitly anti-Jewish.12


Unlike most previous narratives, this account contests whether Nazi anti-Jewish policy was systematic, consistent or even premeditated. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s historians argued whether Hitler always intended to destroy the Jews of Europe or whether the genocide emerged ‘bit by bit’ as a by-product of other processes. Whereas the one school argued that Nazi policy was driven by a Judeophobic obsession tempered by shrewd opportunism, the other maintained that anti-Jewish policy was sharpened by competition between competing elites and agencies in the Third Reich, a process of ‘cumulative radicalization’. In the 1990s a consensus developed that instated ideology and anti-Semitism at the heart of the Nazi project while acknowledging that in practice anti-Jewish policy might not develop in a linear fashion due to competing priorities from other sectors of society or the economy, institutional rivalries, and the perennial issue of feuding personalities. However, even this middle way – exemplified in the work of the German historian Peter Longerich – reads into Nazi policymaking a purposefulness that it lacked. While it is possible to locate programmatic statements from key players, particularly in the SS, there was no overall, centralized, coherent policy or practice until late 1938. While there may have been a broad anti-Semitic consensus within the Nazi movement and throughout the institutions of government, and even if policy tended in one direction towards ever-harsher measures, this does not mean that one thing led to another logically, necessarily, or even deliberately.13


History is replete with examples of unintended consequences and contingency. This is the ‘cock-up theory’ of history or the Cleopatra’s nose version. Could it be that what happened in the past was the result of chance occurrences, such as the seductive beauty of a queen? It may seem offensive to think about the Jewish fate in this way, but the alternative is to assume that events could not have had any other outcome – which has implications for how we regard the behaviour of the Germans, their accomplices, the Jews, and those who observed the dire situation. It also runs against the grain of what historians have revealed about the central mission of Hitler and the Third Reich: making war.


Recent work by military historians has exposed the Reich’s erratic preparations for war, the good fortune it enjoyed from 1938 to 1941, and the inadequacy of its response when the tide of war turned thereafter. New campaign studies demonstrate that German victories in 1940–1 were not the inevitable result of greater resources, industrial efficiency, superior arms, and better military leadership. The operational doctrine of the German army and its tactical accomplishments were more advanced than the forces it engaged and, in some areas, it enjoyed a technological edge. Overall, however, the German armed forces achieved decisive victories mainly thanks to the mistakes of their opponents. No one was more surprised by the speed and totality of the German triumph in France in 1940 than the Germans themselves.14


What has this to do with the fate of the Jews? Well, since war was Hitler’s overweening preoccupation and the raison d’être of the Nazi state, if we have to reconsider the inevitability of German military victories in 1939–42, then surely it is appropriate to re-examine the apparently inexorable progress of anti-Jewish policies.


The German way of warfare and the campaigns of the Second World War suggest more than a different way of thinking about the Third Reich. Until quite recently, historians of the war tended to ignore the fate of the Jews or at best included it as a subset of Nazi occupation policies. Conversely, Holocaust historians treated the war merely as the reason why more Jews fell under Nazi domination, while the prolonged fighting gave the Nazis more time to kill them and delayed the moment of liberation for the remnant. Typically, the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 was the only point at which Holocaust historians deemed the course of the war to intersect with the unfolding of Nazi anti-Jewish policies. Since the earliest histories of the ‘Final Solution’ it has been held that Hitler invaded the USSR in order to obtain ‘living space’ and to destroy the Bolshevik regime that he conflated with the menace of ‘Jewish power’. Hence the mass murder of male Jews on Soviet territory was an integral part of the invasion plan, which soon escalated into the massacre of entire communities and, eventually, morphed into a European-wide programme of annihilation.15


Holocaust historians felt under little obligation to pay attention to the progress of arms on the German side because they believed that Nazi anti-Semitism and racial policy trumped military imperatives. They maintained that the slaughter of Jews in Poland and Russia deprived the Nazis of a valuable labour resource, while the use of trains to send Jews from the four corners of Europe to death camps in Poland diverted valuable rolling stock from the war effort. In fact, both these notions are incorrect. Although Jews did provide skills and labour in some places for a time, they were never indispensable and hardly contributed to essential aspects of the Nazi war machine. The Germans and their allies were desperately short of locomotives and rolling stock by 1941, but the number of special trains used to carry Jews was a minute proportion of the total volume of rail traffic and the army always had priority. The deportation of Jews was routinely stopped to ensure that supplies flowed to the front but no military action was ever suspended to ensure that the shipment of Jews to the gas chambers continued without interruption. When the shortage of labour in the Reich became acute, the Jews were perceived as a valuable resource. The Germans occupied Hungary in March 1944 partly to get their hands on Jewish labour; military exigencies drove anti-Jewish policy, not the other way round.16


This reappraisal will show that by ignoring the war, Holocaust historians have missed the single most important thing that determined the fate of the Jews – more important even than Hitler’s anti-Semitism. Hatred of the Jews was essential to his self-identity, but Hitler also saw himself as a warrior. He regarded the outbreak of the Great War in 1914 as the turning point in his life and he was shaped by his experience of the trenches. Germany’s defeat in 1918 so scarred him that in his messianic quest to restore Germany’s power he was fanatically committed to avoiding any repeat of the conditions that engendered the country’s collapse. These fixations guided his personal direction of the war, which became increasingly heavy handed from mid-1941 onwards.17


Since he blamed the Jews for Germany’s downfall, once the Fatherland was again at war Hitler presided over a regime that monitored Jewish activity closely, removed Jews from any function in society or the economy in which they could sabotage the war effort or poison morale, limited the resources they consumed, expelled them from German living space, and, when that was not possible, liquidated them. He made strategic and even tactical decisions in the light of how he believed the Jews were assaulting Germany. His global strategy, such as it was, cannot be disentangled from his world view. In effect he was fighting two wars at the same time, although in his warped perception they were actually the same.18


Hitler’s conduct of this dual war is not the only reason that military matters demand closer attention. Although his personal interventions were crucial, he did not shape Germany’s military traditions. Regardless of the Führer’s meddling, the German way of warfare had catastrophic implications for the Jews of Europe.


The strategic and operational doctrines that were developed in the era of Frederick the Great were passed from one generation of Prussian generals to another until they were encoded in the DNA of Hitler’s Wehrmacht. Germany was a medium-sized economic and military power, occupying an unfavourable geo-strategic location in the middle of Europe, surrounded by potential enemies but without easily defensible natural borders. Consequently, in the event of an inter-state conflict it was necessary to assemble a powerful army, concentrate it against the main enemy, and combine manoeuvre with overwhelming force to knock them out as quickly as possible. Campaigns had to be rapid and decisive because the country could not sustain large armies in the field for a long drawn-out conflict. To achieve the knock-out blow, the Prussian tradition dictated the encirclement and total destruction of the strongest enemy units. The general staff otherwise paid little attention to strategic issues. If the German armies were operationally successful, strategic issues would sort themselves out: there was simply no alternative to victory. If Germany failed to achieve a decisive outcome in the opening campaign it would have enemies on all sides that were better supplied and able to fight a war of attrition. This was what happened in 1914 when, indeed, the generals had no answer.19


Hitler and his martial advisers absorbed the lesson that there was no point holding back military assets if the country would be doomed in a long war, and that it was necessary to be absolutely ruthless in order to secure victory in the shortest possible time. But from the start of hostilities in 1939 they were confounded. Instead of isolating and fighting Poland, they found themselves confronted with a war on two fronts. Although it was relatively straightforward to defeat the Polish armies, in the west they faced two imperial powers with vastly greater resources. Hitler was lucky in his enemies, though, and more by luck than judgement scored an astonishing victory in the spring and summer of 1940. This success turned out to be an illusion. Britain, with her massive imperial hinterland, refused to surrender and Germany lacked the means to finish her off. Hitler proposed to solve his strategic dilemma by invading Russia, thereby denying Britain the hope of assistance from the last major land power on the continent. The German army then prepared for an assault modelled on the successful campaign in the west, popularly known as the ‘blitzkrieg’. Yet the conditions in western Europe conducive to that style of warfare simply did not obtain in eastern Europe. Furthermore, the planning by the German general staff was astonishingly slapdash. The result was a military disaster in the autumn and winter of 1941 that condemned Germany to a war it could never win.20


The Jews paid the price for German military failure. The preferred solution to the ‘Jewish question’ from 1939 to 1941 was a combination of forced emigration and expulsion. As the Germans conquered one country after another they hoped to exploit their territories or possessions as a dumping ground for unwanted Jews: first a corner of occupied Poland, then French-controlled Madagascar, and finally the land beyond the Urals. After Operation Barbarossa foundered, the Siberian solution remained a mirage. Germany’s defeat in Russia in 1941 not only removed the option of ejecting millions of Jews from areas under German control, it had a domino effect across the continent. Plunging morale at home led the Nazi leaders to step up actions against the German Jews. Party bosses clamoured for Jews to be deported, freeing up apartments for bombed-out German families. To make room for ‘Reich Jews’ in ghettos in the east, local Nazi rulers prepared to massacre the Polish Jews packed within their confines. Jewish civilians in occupied Russia were perceived as a security threat from the inception of Operation Barbarossa, but as the military position worsened and German supply lines were plagued by Russian marauders Jews became prime targets for pacification operations. Finally, military failure created a resource crisis for the German army and the home front. There was not enough food for both the men under arms and the civilian population. The shortfall was met in part by depriving the populations in occupied Europe of food and fuel. Given Nazi racial predilections, the peoples of Poland and the USSR were condemned to the most drastic reductions in food supply; but the Jews were subjected to a policy that amounted to forced starvation.21


Hitler had repeatedly threatened that if Germany found itself in a world conflict, the Jews would be punished. With the German declaration of war on the United States on 11 December 1941, the war became global. Jews ceased to be hostages whose lives were held as a guarantee of American non-intervention; instead, they became culprits who deserved sanguinary retribution. Ultimately, the course of the war rather than decisions within the framework of anti-Jewish policy triggered the descent into a Europe-wide genocide.22


The German way of war sheds light on the fate of the Jews in other important respects. Historians have long argued over the balance between decision-making at the centre of the Nazi regime and the actions of satraps at its periphery. Did the Führer initiate measures or react to prompts from his entourage? Did central agencies in Berlin formulate solutions to the ‘Jewish problem’ or did they respond to pressure from below? There has been a similar debate about the role of middle-level officials and experts. The stereotypical depiction of mindless drones obeying orders has been replaced by investigation into how much autonomy they had. Ian Kershaw has suggested that Hitler set broad policy goals through the expression of wishes and left it up to his subordinates to make them a reality. Since success was judged in terms of realizing the aspirations of the leader, at all levels of the regime personnel ‘worked towards’ the Führer. Moreover, individuals competed to devise the speediest, most thoroughgoing means to gratify the leadership.23


The notion of ‘working towards the Führer’ resembles the German military doctrine of Auftragstaktik, according to which superior officers issued broad objectives to their subordinates and left it to them to use their initiative and familiarity with local conditions to fulfil the goal. It is hardly surprising that the ethos of Auftragstaktik pervaded the ranks of the Nazi Party and its agencies. Hitler was made by his time in the army. He surrounded himself with men who had years of military service under their belt. Younger Nazis who regretted missing out on the Great War adopted a martial approach to life and work. They rejected democratic processes and consensual decision-making in favour of charismatic leadership, individual toughness, goal-oriented conceptions, and decisive gestures. The men who framed and carried out anti-Jewish policy repeatedly followed this behaviour pattern. The Nazi system did not operate either by simple delegation or ‘working towards the Führer’; rather, it gave junior operatives scope for interpreting broad orders for the attainment of objectives in the light of operational and tactical conditions.24


When SS officers commenced planning and implementing the genocidal assault on Europe’s Jews in the course of 1942, they did so using quasi-military concepts. The aim was to annihilate the Jews in one campaign by the application of overwhelming force. However, it was dogged by the same limitations that were simultaneously hampering the operations of the Wehrmacht: ambition was brought up short by lack of resources. Having failed to exterminate Europe’s Jews in ‘one blow’ they faced evasion, concealment and resistance. Apart from a few exceptional cases, Jews were never again to prove such an easy target. This reappraisal shows how during 1943 and 1944 the Germans fought their war against the Jews under the same exigencies that they fought the Allies: with overstretched manpower and unreliable allies, dependent on fanatical but erratic auxiliaries motivated by plunder rather than ideological convergence. Conversely, it pays greater heed to forms of Jewish self-defence, including flight, the construction of hiding places, camouflage (or ‘passing’ as an ‘Aryan’), and armed confrontations.


One of the major themes to emerge from research since the 1990s is the extent to which despoliation and economic exploitation underpinned the anti-Jewish policy of the Nazis, their allies and collaborators. For the Germans, the confiscation of Jewish wealth was an important supplementary source of funding for the voracious war economy. The expropriation of Jewish homes, furniture, furnishings, household articles and clothing supplied the needs of poor Germans and families whose own residences had been destroyed by bombing. State-run theft helped to pay for the construction of a more egalitarian society, albeit one that limited material benefits to the racially chosen. Later, it helped to stave off popular discontent and buy the complaisance of the Volk even when the war turned sour. However, by widening the circle of those who benefited from persecution and genocide, recent research has called into question the notion of ‘bystanders’ as passive onlookers whose culpability was limited to a sin of omission.25


The distribution of loot amongst Germany’s collaborators strengthened their attachment to the Third Reich. By encouraging local populations to plunder their Jewish neighbours, the Germans inveigled them into complicity with persecution and genocide. Throughout occupied Europe, the Germans succeeded in transforming the Jews into ‘fair game’. By putting a price on the head of Jewish fugitives and creating opportunities for exploiting those in hiding, they transmuted Jews into commodities, an economic resource to be exploited by populations living in straitened, uncertain times. Greed not anti-Semitism motivated many people to align themselves with the German occupiers. Jew-hatred became as much a justification for despoliation as a motive. Those who enriched themselves at the cost of the Jews became committed to an anti-Jewish stance regardless of their previous intentions or feelings about Jewish people. The steady intensification of anti-Jewish feeling during the war was undoubtedly a product of German propaganda, but it was also a consequence of German-orchestrated plunder. Fear of restitution played a role in the hostility directed at Jewish survivors by people liberated from German rule while in possession of purloined Jewish property. Inverting the traditional narratives that begin with the origins of modern anti-Semitism, this one suggests that avarice engendered prejudice. Looking for the roots of Jew-hatred in religious traditions, culture and ideology overlooks the most powerful and rapid device for generating antipathy: the guilty feelings that accompany ill-gotten gains.26


Perhaps the most distressing aspect of the latest research is the light it throws on the rape of Jewish women and the sexual exploitation of Jews in ghettos and camps, in hiding and on the run. Early reports by survivors tended to be quite frank about sexual relationships and abuse. As time passed, however, this facet of Jewish life under the Nazis became veiled in silence. Eventually researchers stopped even looking for or asking about it. A myth developed according to which Nazi doctrines of racial hygiene, the ban on sexual contacts between Jews and Aryans, had actually forestalled the mass rape of Jewish women. Now, thanks to a new generation of women historians, greater interest in immediate post-war testimony, and increased awareness of rape in wartime, that reticence has been put aside. Innovative research shows that German racial inhibitions were patchy at best and, in any case, did not extend to Germany’s allies in the field. And sometimes Jews preyed upon Jews. Sex, however, was not always violent and forced. It may appear to be in the worst possible taste to dwell on sexuality during a genocide, but consensual sexual relations offered comfort and escapism. Many diarists remark on their own love affairs or observe the frenzied coupling of others, in the bleakest circumstances. As this account will show, as long as life went on so did love and lust.27


In order to avoid lengthy digressions I have dispensed with discussions of what previous historians wrote and why they were either pioneers or erroneous. However, readers can use the endnotes to locate my sources and I have indicated where there are significant divergences between these interpretations and my own. I have also limited the exegesis of Nazi decision-making, summarizing what seems to be the historical consensus as to why the Jews suffered as they did at the hands of others. The source material and secondary literature is international and vast, but for the sake of manageability and ease of access I have restricted my references mainly to English-language texts.


This book deals with the fate of the Jews, not of ‘other victims’ of Nazi political repression and racial-biological policies. Several other groups endured social exclusion, incarceration in concentration camps, and mass murder. However, the rationale for the persecution of these groups differed radically from the intentions that underlay anti-Jewish policy. Even though homosexual men and women, Germans of African descent, and the severely mentally and physically disabled were all disparaged in Nazi racial thinking, and depicted as a threat to the strength and purity of the Volk, only the Jews were characterized as an implacable, powerful, global enemy that had to be fought at every turn and finally eliminated. When Hitler reiterated his determination to avert a collapse similar to that which brought down Germany in 1918, he referred to the danger posed by Jews rather than any other element of society.28


What follows is a chronological narrative and apart from sections where I analyse particular questions or themes, the analysis is implicit in the structure. I have tried to give the reader a sense of the contingent and chaotic course of what we know as history, but what was experienced at the time as a bewildering present and an uncertain future. In order to capture this sensation, I have drawn on letters, diaries, reports and documents from the time. I have used post-war testimony sparingly and, as far as possible, used statements composed not too long after the events they describe.


Finally, a word about periodization. The story begins conventionally enough in 1933, with a glance back to Hitler’s career and the antecedents of the Third Reich. But it concludes with a brief epilogue covering the years 1945 to 1949. I have chosen to end in this way rather than to offer readers the customary coda hinging on the liberation of the camps and the end of the war in Europe on 8 May 1945 because this is not how Jews saw the diminution of their travails. Thousands of Jews were freed from Nazi domination nearly a year before the war ended; amongst them were the first to chronicle the catastrophe and to collect records concerning the fate of the Jews, without knowing how or when the war would end. Thousands of Jews who were released from Nazi captivity once Germany was defeated did not enjoy complete freedom for months or years afterwards. Instead, they were penned into camps for ‘Displaced Persons’. Jews continued to die of wounds, disease and malnutrition in huge numbers for weeks after their murderous Nazi guards were removed. Thousands more who attempted to reach Palestine ran into the Royal Navy blockade mounted to prevent Jews entering the territory, which was administered by Britain under a mandate from the League of Nations. They ended up behind barbed wire in detention camps at Athlit, near Haifa, and on Cyprus. In 1947 the British were holding more Jews behind barbed wire than the Germans had been in 1937.


For the Jews, as against the Allied armies and the peoples of Europe liberated from Nazi rule, the end of the war did not mark an end to death or suffering. To the mass of survivors in refugee camps, 8 May 1945 heralded the opening of a liminal period during which they began the task of rebuilding their lives and reconstructing their communities without any certainty about where they would ultimately be able to settle. Jewish citizens who were fortunate to emerge into freedom in their own countries faced an uphill battle to recover their rights, property, assets, and even children, who had been placed with Christian families or handed into the custody of convent schools. The struggle for restitution and reparation was carried forward alongside efforts to achieve justice against the Nazi criminals and their collaborators. Yet political circumstances were frequently uncongenial to a full or adequate judicial reckoning. In this sense The Holocaust did not end when the guns fell silent. The neat conclusion implied by the term is as much in need of reappraisal as the implied uniformity of experience that its promiscuous use confers on the fate of the Jews.29




PROLOGUE


What to make of Hitler and the Nazis?


Adolf Hitler was sworn in as Chancellor of the German Republic at 11.30 a.m. on 30 January 1933. The brief ceremony took place in the office of the German President, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, on the second floor of the Reich Chancellery. In contrast to the political odyssey that had brought him to this point, Hitler did not have far to travel to get there. Since the previous February he had been staying at a plush hotel nearby. His presence was well known to Berliners and despite the cold weather for several days an atmosphere of expectancy drew people to the scene. Three days earlier, Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher had resigned after just a few weeks in office. There was confusion over who would replace him. Would it be Franz von Papen, his immediate predecessor, whom he had toppled? Or would it be Adolf Hitler, who led the largest party in the Reichstag (the German parliament)? Hitler was a relative newcomer to national politics who had never held high office; indeed, his entire career had so far amounted to very little. Certainly he commanded the biggest phalanx of Reichstag deputies, but was it credible that this outsider, only recently a marginal and derided figure, could assume the helm of state?1


The French Ambassador, André François-Poncet, observed developments. Hitler ‘had settled at the Kaiserhof Hotel, his usual residence in the capital, a few steps from the Chancellery and from the Palace of the President. A considerable throng filled the square, watching the comings and goings whenever Hitler appeared.’ What they could not see was the peculiar sequence of events unfolding in the presidential suite.2


Hindenburg had sworn in the new minister of defence, Werner von Blomberg, even before Hitler. Speed was essential because Schleicher had combined control of the army with the chancellorship and had not surrendered the former role. There were rumours that he was planning a coup. Hindenburg and his political advisers had to deprive him of his last power base and, crucially, ensure that the new government directed the armed forces. Hitler arrived later, using a back route. He was accompanied by his retinue, including the only two members of his party who would serve in the cabinet with him. Other ministers-to-be, from various parties, arrived individually, gathering in a ground-floor office in the Reich Chancellery before being taken upstairs to meet President Hindenburg for their formal swearing-in just after quarter past eleven in the morning. The whole process had the feel of a last-minute improvisation.3


By midday special editions of the Berlin newspapers were carrying news of Hitler’s appointment, detailing the new coalition government. At nightfall the victors held a torchlight parade through central Berlin, converging on the Brandenburg Gate in the heart of the government district. First came thousands of brown-uniformed men of the Nazi Party militia, the Sturmabteilung (SA, storm troop units). They were followed by members of the Stahlhelm (the steel helmets), a paramilitary association of war veterans that was allied with the Nazis. They marched past the presidential palace, where Hindenburg watched from one window, Hitler from another. François-Poncet was also watching. ‘In massive columns, flanked by bands that played martial airs to the muffled beat of their big drums, they emerged from the depth of the Tiergarten [a park] and passed under the triumphal arch of the Brandenburg Gate. The torches they brandished formed a river of fire, a river with hastening, unquenchable waves, a river sweeping with a sovereign rush over the very heart of the city. From these brown-shirted, booted men, as they marched by in perfect discipline and alignment, their well-pitched voices bawling warlike songs, there rose an enthusiasm and dynamism that were extraordinary.’ Events had moved so rapidly during the day that no one had thought to film the parade. Rather like Mussolini’s fabled ‘March on Rome’, which had inspired Hitler in his abortive bid for power a decade earlier, it had to be restaged the next day for the benefit of newsreel cameras.4


But what did the change of government signify? As a condition for accepting the chancellorship Hitler insisted that Hindenburg dissolve the Reichstag and call new elections. This could reinforce the NSDAP, which was already the biggest party in parliament, and give him an even stronger mandate. However, he conceded the demands from Hindenburg’s advisers to preserve the conservative complexion of the outgoing cabinet and limit the number of Nazi Party ministers to two. This pair were ‘old fighters’ who had been side by side with Hitler since the early days of the movement. Wilhelm Frick was appointed Reich minister of the interior while Hermann Göring became a minister without portfolio. Göring was also made interior minister of Prussia, which meant that he controlled the police force of the largest state in Germany. Yet they were outnumbered eight to three by the non-Nazi members of the government. As his reward for orchestrating the downfall of Schleicher and to ensure that Hitler was held in rein, Papen, the Catholic conservative who served as chancellor in 1932, was vice chancellor. The foreign minister, Baron Konstantin von Neurath, the postmaster general, and minister of transport, Paul von Eltz-Rübenach, and the defence minister, Blomberg, were also familiar faces. They were old-fashioned conservatives. The post of minister for commerce and agriculture went to Alfred Hugenberg, a press baron who led the right-wing German National People’s Party, with which the Nazis were loosely allied. Franz Seldte, the Stahlhelm leader, assumed responsibility for labour affairs. The minister for justice, Franz Gürtner, and Lutz Schwerin von Krosigk, minister of finance, were also traditional conservatives. To outward appearances, then, little had changed except that Germany at last seemed to have a government that rested securely on the dominant faction in the Reichstag.5


It was difficult even for diplomats and seasoned political observers to figure out what might happen next. One who had a better claim than most to sharp analysis was Leopold Schwarzschild. Since 1922 he had edited Das Tage-Buch, one of Germany’s most respected periodicals, which boasted a galaxy of political commentators as well as cultural stars. Schwarzschild’s acute antennae were sensitized by his own background. He came from a Jewish family that had dwelled in the German lands for hundreds of years and become totally assimilated into German life. Schwarzschild had studied politics, economics and history at university before serving in the German army during the Great War. He welcomed the overthrow of the Kaiser following Germany’s defeat and the creation of the German Republic (known as the Weimar Republic after the town where the new constitution was promulgated). In every issue of his magazine he championed the values enshrined in the new republic: democracy, equality, individual freedom. Yet he greeted the appointment of a sworn enemy of parliamentary democracy as chancellor with caution rather than foreboding. In an article published on 4 February 1933, Schwarzschild noted that prior to entering office Hitler’s political strength was ebbing. In the last parliamentary elections, in November 1932, the Nazi Party had lost two million votes. The Nazis might stage victory parades, but the victory was a myth. They had not won power, it was given to them. ‘Hitler was already a defeated man when victory was gifted to him. His play for power had already failed when he was offered the opportunity to gain it by the back door. It wasn’t a march on Berlin that brought the German Mussolini to power, but a piece of chicanery by the camarilla of Prussian Junkers and Westphalian industrialists.’6


Schwarzschild spotted that the clique advising President Hindenburg saved the Nazi Party, ‘which was threatened with bankruptcy, which was tearing itself apart with factionalism and mutiny, and which was bound automatically to revert to being a harmless, petit-bourgeois anti-semitic party as soon as an upturn in the economy drained off the support which desperation had driven to Hitler’. He believed that the party was still doomed and predicted that the left-leaning element would revolt against an alliance with conservatives. Meanwhile, the fortunes of democrats, the socialists, and the working classes might revive. In any case, he regarded these elements as ‘strong enough to prevent extreme excesses on the part of the new regime’. If Hitler failed to provide food and jobs for the masses he would quickly be turfed out of power.7


A similar prognosis was transmitted to the Foreign Office in London by the British Ambassador, Sir Horace Rumbold. He had arrived in Berlin in October 1928 as the culmination of an exemplary diplomatic career. From the moment the Nazis made their electoral breakthrough in September 1930 Rumbold sent back a stream of incisive dispatches dissecting their programme and Hitler’s performance. While Rumbold had some sympathy for National Socialist aspirations, and certainly shared their dislike of Jews, he clearly saw the limit of their appeal. When the Nazi Party gained 37 per cent of the vote in the parliamentary elections of July 1932, winning 230 seats in the Reichstag, he did not share the widespread belief that final success was imminent and inevitable. Instead, he reported to the Foreign Office that Hitler ‘seems now to have exhausted his reserves’. On 27 January 1933, Rumbold had dinner with Otto Meissner, President Hindenburg’s chief of staff and one of the ‘camarilla’ that plotted Schleicher’s downfall. Rumbold relayed to London Meissner’s conviction that ‘Hitler had shown signs of late of moderation and had realized that his policy of negation was leading nowhere’. Instead of demanding complete power, he was now willing to share it. The soothing conclusion was that ‘a government under Hitler which included a proportion of ministers who were not Nazis would be unable to embark on dangerous experiments’.8


Georges Simenon, the Belgian journalist and crime writer, put things more pithily. He was staying in the Kaiserhof while covering the German political drama for the journal Voilà. On at least one occasion he found himself sharing the elevator with Hitler and frequently overheard conversations amongst his entourage as well as groups of politicians passing through the hotel lobby. Hitler, they said, was ‘Papen’s man . . . Hugenberg’s man . . . He is a puppet.’9


German Jews made their own assessment of ‘the Hitler experiment’. The CV-Zeitung, the journal of the Centralverein, the central association of German Jews (a representative body that also carried out Jewish defence work), had long kept an eye on Hitler and the Nazi Party. In the last issue before Hitler’s appointment it, too, noted the crisis in his ranks. After he was installed at the Chancellery it reflected the general uncertainty about Hitler’s prospects. Had he ‘triumphed or been tamed’? Would his government last any longer than its predecessors? The fact that it was the legitimate authority obligated Jews to moderate their opposition; but the editors were convinced that ‘no one will dare to touch our constitutional rights’.10


Der Israelit, the newspaper of Orthodox Jews, expressed a cautious optimism. Now Hitler was in government he would be held in check by his coalition partners and President Hindenburg. Leadership of a front-rank nation would, by itself, oblige him to act responsibly. It might actually be worse for the Jews if the new government failed, unleashing the search for a scapegoat. If it held on without being able to achieve anything, though, it might launch a ‘cold pogrom’ as a safety valve for popular discontent. Much would then depend on how the civil service and the police behaved; would they adhere to the old standards now they were commanded by the Nazis? There was also the danger of fresh elections strengthening the far right and threatening the constitutional order, with its checks and balances. ‘Only time will reveal whether these questions are justified.’11


German Zionists showed little anxiety at the turn of events. Zionist leaders like Robert Weltsch, editor of the Zionist weekly Jüdische Rundschau, had consistently drawn attention to the dangers of anti-Semitism because it validated their ideological position that Jewish life in the diaspora was untenable. Notwithstanding his professional pessimism, though, even Weltsch could not conceal astonishment at how things in Germany had turned out. ‘Overnight the event that no-one wanted to believe would happen has become fact; Hitler is Chancellor of the German Reich.’12


Although he was no Jewish nationalist (and frequently compared Zionists to Nazis), the Austrian writer and journalist Joseph Roth sensed the worst. From his hotel room in Paris he wrote to his friend Stefan Zweig, the bestselling author, ‘we are headed for a new war. I wouldn’t give a heller [coin of little value] for our prospects. The barbarians have taken over. Do not deceive yourself. Hell reigns.’13


Yet that was not how it seemed to Jews across Germany. A few years later, Ernst Marcus, a Jewish lawyer then living in Breslau, recalled that 30 January 1933 was ‘relatively calm. Broad circles of the middle class, including us and our Jewish friends, believed that things “will not be so bad”.’ His wife was so relaxed that she went on holiday to Bavaria. In Hamburg, at first it seemed to Jews as if nothing changed at all. On 6 February, Jewish ex-servicemen held their annual memorial ceremony in the presence of city and federal representatives. They were doubtless reassured when state senator Curt Platen used the occasion to condemn anti-Jewish prejudice.14


For Jews, as for the rest of the population, the month following the advent of Hitler was a period of transition. The government had altered but almost everything else remained the same. There were certainly incidents of abuse and violence against Jews, usually perpetrated by gangs of SA men swaggering around the streets of towns and cities, enjoying their new legitimacy. But such assaults had been common before 1933 and notwithstanding the new chancellor they remained illegal. While the country plunged into another election, punctuated by violence and political drama, Jews entered a ‘twilight period’, during which they tried to comprehend the implications of what was happening around them and formulate appropriate responses. That involved thinking fast about their community’s history, their identity, and their options, as well as evaluating Hitler’s career and the possible trajectory of the Nazi Party. What seemed obvious a few months or years later, and what has acquired the aura of inevitability in most personal or historical accounts since 1945, was not at all self-evident at the time.15


The Jews of Germany


The self-identifying Jewish population of the German Republic numbered roughly 525,000 of whom about 100,000 were recent immigrants from eastern Europe, universally (and derisively) known as Ostjuden. Most German-born Jews traced their roots back centuries and were well integrated into German society. Outside a few islands of modern Orthodoxy, the practice of Judaism was heavily diluted. Every December the typical German Jewish family lit candles to celebrate the Jewish festival of Chanukkah and had a Christmas tree at home. Rates of intermarriage for men reached 25 per cent, while 16 per cent of Jewish women married out of the faith. The children in these mixed marriages were almost invariably raised as Christians. At an individual level, whether they were members of the Jewish community or declined to associate with it, German Jews were barely distinguishable from other Germans.16


Yet there were certain demographic, geographic, social and economic discrepancies that enabled Judeophobes to single them out. Whereas half the German population lived in small towns and villages, over two thirds of German Jews lived in cities. A third of the entire Jewish population (144,000) was concentrated in Berlin, where they made up 4 per cent of the capital’s inhabitants. Within Berlin, as within other cities, there were certain residential districts that were densely populated by Jews. Often these were the most prosperous parts of town. The average Jewish household income was three times that of the average Gentile family. Although there was a significant stratum of poor Jews, which placed a heavy burden on Jewish welfare bodies and drained wealth from the better-off, the majority of Jews were comfortably middle class.17


As well as being geographically concentrated, Jews favoured a rather narrow range of occupations. Three quarters earned their living from trade, commerce, finance and the professions as against only one quarter of the non-Jewish population. While nearly a third of Germans worked on the land, barely 2 per cent of Jews were farmers. However, 25 per cent of wholesalers in the agricultural sector were Jewish. The Jewish grain merchant and cattle dealer was ubiquitous in rural areas such as Hesse. Jews were even more numerous in the textile and clothing sectors. They owned 40 per cent of wholesale textile firms and fully two thirds of wholesale and retail clothing outlets. Berlin’s fashion district was virtually a Jewish district. Although department stores accounted for a relatively modest slice of the retail sector, nearly 80 per cent of turnover came from emporiums that were Jewish-owned, such as Hertie, KaDeWe and Wertheim, retail palaces that loomed over city-centre thoroughfares. Jews dominated the publishing industry: two houses, Ullstein and Mosse, were pacesetters for the production of books, magazines and newspapers. Non-Jews were also likely to meet Jews in key professional roles. Jews supplied 11 per cent of Germany’s doctors, 13 per cent of attorneys and 16 per cent of lawyers. These proportions were not evenly spread across the country, though. There was massive bunching in the big cities where most Jews lived, notably Berlin, Frankfurt-am-Main, Hamburg, and Breslau.18


The most concentrated and visible segment of the Jewish population were the Ostjuden. They comprised a quarter of Berlin’s Jewish inhabitants and actually outnumbered German-born Jews in Leipzig and Dresden. Ostjuden lacked German citizenship, spoke Yiddish and were religiously Orthodox, although their children rapidly assimilated into German society. By contrast to the German Jews, they were to be found in the more run-down inner-city districts, like the Scheunenviertel in Berlin. Large numbers were self-employed in artisanal trades or manual labour. Ironically, the success of the department stores made it ever harder for these Jewish shopkeepers, cobblers and tailors to make a living. They were hard hit by the Depression and often depended on relief from Jewish charities. This endeared them even less to German Jews, who blamed them for rising levels of anti-Jewish feeling. In the wake of the Great War, German federal and state authorities had tried to stop Jews entering the country across the eastern border. The Prussian authorities rounded up and deported some 4,000 Jewish illegal immigrants between 1918 and 1921. These measures were a continuation of long-established practices to check unwanted immigration from the east, but the attacks on Ostjuden acquired added venom after the Russian Revolution. Conservative and nationalist Germans had for a long time falsely accused the eastern Jews of importing crime, vice and disease; to that list was added the contagion of revolutionary ideas.19


The Jews who confronted Nazi anti-Semitism, especially those active in politics or in anti-defamation organizations, were hardly naive or ignorant about the challenge they faced. The oldest members of the community could recall a time when Jews were not even equal citizens. Max Liebermann, head of the Prussian Academy of Arts and Germany’s most esteemed living painter, was born in 1847, a year before the revolutions that made Jews citizens in several German states. Full equality only came with the completion of German unification in 1870. Emancipation, the achievement of civic equality, was no sooner won than it was under threat. A deep depression in trade and agricultural prices in the early and mid-1870s fomented discontent amongst Germany’s small businessmen, artisans and farmers. Their discomfort was aggravated by the emergence of organized labour and the mass-based Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, or SPD). The SPD espoused hard-core Marxist doctrines, deepened the antagonism between workers and employers, and preached the elimination of private property. So where could the ‘little man’ turn? During the 1880s, a crop of middle-class political agitators found they could win an audience amongst farmers, shop owners and small manufacturers by blaming Jewish bankers for the slump and attacking Jewish middlemen in the rural economy. Other agitators who wanted to deflect workers away from Marxism preached varieties of Christian Socialism that usually boiled down to using Jews as a scapegoat for economic and social ills.20


For a while in the 1890s a number of avowedly anti-Semitic parties achieved success in state elections and also managed to get deputies into the Reichstag. The right-wing German Conservative Party was so alarmed that it threw the antisemites a bone by including in its 1892 programme a reference to curbing the ‘decomposing Jewish influence in our national life’. This only gave respectability to the anti-Semites. They won over 340,000 votes in the 1893 Reichstag elections and gained sixteen deputies. Yet, while the Conservatives toyed with anti-Jewish slogans, they condemned ‘excesses’. The German state never succumbed to the sort of anti-Jewish frenzy that gripped French institutions during the Dreyfus affair. The 1893 national elections marked the high-water mark for the anti-Semitic movement; from then on their parties splintered and foundered. By 1912, they attracted just 130,000 votes and elected only six deputies.21


The failure of political anti-Semitism did not signify a waning of anti-Jewish prejudice. If anything, the controversies stoked by the anti-Semites made people more ‘Jew conscious’. Amongst conservative-minded Germans who were uneasy with rapid urbanization and mass culture it became a nostrum that Jews, who seemed to have benefited disproportionately from these developments, had too much influence in culture, society and the economy. Liberals disparaged religious prejudice and racism, but precisely for these reasons expressed bemusement that Jews did not intermarry and clung to their ‘clannish’ ways. Nationalists tended to see Jews as irredeemably alien, incapable of genuine loyalty to the Reich. Racial anti-Semites, known as völkisch because of their belief in the existence of a racially distinctive German people or folk, argued that Jews were unassimilable and constituted a threat to the German people. And, all the while, traditional forms of religious prejudice against Jews and Judaism persisted amongst churchgoing Catholics and Protestants. They thought of Germany as a Christian state. If so, how could Jews belong in it? The Social Democrats scorned such beliefs and were the most consistent opponents of anti-Semitism, but some were not averse to identifying Jews with capitalism and exploitation of the working class. Even as the Reichstag proved barren ground for anti-Semites seeking to revoke Jewish emancipation and segregate Jews by law, anti-Semitism spread as a ‘cultural code’, an attitudinal marker separating Jews from non-Jews.22


However, if Jews in 1933 could recall the sordid history of prejudice they also had an inspiring model of Jewish defence. Forty years earlier German Jews had formed the Centralverein deutscher Staatsbürger jüdischen Glaubens (the central association of German citizens of the Jewish faith) to combat the lies propagated by anti-Semites and oppose them when they stood for election. Over the next two decades, the CV proved quite effective: suing rabble rousers for defamation, funding candidates pledged to contest anti-Semitism, producing voluminous amounts of educational material about Judaism and Jewish life, and coordinating the activity of sympathetic non-Jews ashamed of prejudice within their communities. The CV also fostered a sense of Jewish pride and German patriotism, asserting the synthesis of Jewish and German identity.23


To patriotic German Jews the outbreak of war in 1914 offered the chance to demonstrate their love for the Fatherland. The Kaiser announced a truce in civic conflicts and declared that Germany recognized no confessional divide. Jews responded enthusiastically. The number that served in the armed forces was approximately their proportion of the population as a whole. Others, like the industrialist Walther Rathenau and the scientist Fritz Haber, made a huge contribution to the German war effort. Sadly, when German success on the battlefield faltered the army looked for someone to blame. In 1916, the Prussian War Ministry, possibly egged on by völkisch-minded generals in the high command, demanded an inquiry into the number and status of Jews in the military. The results of the census, known crudely as the Judenzählung (the Jew-count), were never made public but suspicion lingered that Jews had shirked their duty. Although 12,000 Jews died in combat while thousands more were maimed (again in proportion to their numbers in the population), the war did more to divide than unite Jews and non-Jews.24


The disastrous impact of the Great War


The way the war ended and its aftermath were a disastrous turning point in Jewish–Gentile relations. Despite massive territorial gains in the east, the German high command was unable to achieve a decisive victory on the western front. Instead, the British naval blockade led to ever worse food shortages and civilian unrest at home, while the entry of the United States on the Allied side tipped the military balance. By August 1918, the German army was being pushed back inexorably. Civilian morale began to crack, resulting in food riots and demonstrations calling for peace. This unrest was led by the Independent Socialists, militants who broke with the SPD over its support for the war. Several of their leaders, like Rosa Luxemburg, were Jewish. Mutinies broke out amongst sailors and soldiers inspired by the example of the Bolshevik Revolution. It did not escape the notice of conservatives that many leading Bolsheviks were of Jewish origin too, and that one of the most prominent, Leon Trotsky, was calling for revolution in Germany. In September the army told the Kaiser that the war was lost, but the efforts of the civilian leadership to wind down the conflict and preserve the fabric of the old order were swept away by revolutionary unrest. Germany was forced to sue for peace and on 9 November 1918 the deputy leader of the socialist party in the Reichstag, Philipp Scheidemann, announced that Germany was now a republic. A national assembly was elected to meet in Weimar and draw up a constitution. Its guiding light was Hugo Preuss, a politician of Jewish origin. To monarchists and everyone else who mourned the end of the German Empire, it looked as if it was overthrown by Jewish subversives. Many in the armed forces felt this even more keenly. Germany had capitulated before the Allied forces actually reached German territory and the front line was never broken. To those who could not accept that the army failed in the test of arms, the only explanation for defeat was treachery.25


Over the next few weeks socialist politicians, led by the new chancellor, Friedrich Ebert, struggled to prevent the upheaval running to extremes. Ebert promised the army that the socialists would head off a Bolshevik-style revolution if the army put its troops at the disposal of Germany’s new republican rulers. His moderation led to a definitive split in the left, with the formation in December of the German Communist Party (KPD). Many of its leading lights, notably Luxemburg, were Jewish. While Berlin descended into chaos, a left-wing government took power in Bavaria, led by the Jewish journalist Kurt Eisner. It lurched further and further leftward until a Soviet state was proclaimed. Several ‘commissars’ of Red Bavaria, including Ernst Toller, Gustav Landauer, and Eugen Leviné, were Jewish-born. In order to shore up the federal government, Ebert and his colleagues had recourse not only to the army but to volunteer units of officers and NCOs who had no possibility of a career in the shrunken peace-time army but could not adapt to civilian life. The embittered and battle-hardened men who filled these units, known as Freikorps, were fanatically anti-Bolshevik and usually anti-Semitic. They were responsible for a wave of murders, assassinations and savage campaigns to repress working-class insurrections. They also fought on Germany’s eastern border in the Baltic and against the Poles. In the minds of the Freikorps and outraged nationalists, the ‘November criminals’ who betrayed Germany, the Bolsheviks, the Jews, and the Poles were all cut from the same cloth.26


The Versailles Treaty, accepted by the German National Assembly under duress in June 1919, deprived Germany of territory including Alsace-Lorraine and Silesia. It forced Germany to accept guilt for starting the Great War and imposed a huge burden of reparations. The humiliating terms of the treaty outraged the population and in years to come every single German politician, from the left to the right, pledged to revise it. To republicans the treaty was like a curse. The birth of parliamentary democracy was forever associated with defeat and dishonour. The memory of chaos and a feeling of national shame tainted the constitution promulgated at Weimar, overshadowing its democratic and progressive spirit. The Weimar Republic gave its Jewish citizens equal rights and protection by the courts, but to the far-right and anti-Semites this only served to damn it.27


The years between 1919 and 1923 were horrendous for Germans, with German Jews suffering as much from political instability and economic turmoil as everyone else. During 1920 the government in Berlin faced a coup attempt from the right and the left, as well as workers’ uprisings in the Ruhr industrial area. Communist-inspired unrest persisted throughout 1921, culminating in the ‘Marsh action’ in Saxony. Meanwhile, the government courted disaster with the Allied powers by resisting the payment of reparations. The German economy simply could not generate the kind of sums the French, especially, were demanding and in November 1922 the government announced it was defaulting. The French responded by sending troops to occupy the Ruhr and oversee confiscation of what they felt was due to them. In reply, the government in Berlin called on the population to engage in passive resistance and printed money to pay striking workers. The result was runaway inflation that turned the life savings of millions of Germans into worthless paper. While some smart businessmen profited from the hyperinflation, for ordinary Germans it was a catastrophe. They knew that politicians had allowed them to become innocent victims of the financial crisis; their belief in traditional values, the virtues of parliamentary democracy, law and order never recovered. Large clusters of angry citizens crystallized in associations that rejected the republic. They cultivated a sense of themselves as a wronged and victimized people, a Volk at odds with its own state; and sometimes they nurtured murderous fantasies of revenge.28


There was, however, a singular dimension to the Jewish experience: during these troubled years anti-Semitism metastasized. Anti-Semitic groups moved from the margins of German society into the mainstream. One of the first symptoms of this development was the formation of the Deutschvölkischer Schutzund Trutzbund (German People’s Defence and Protection League) in February 1919. Intended as a rallying point for anti-Semitic groups, the league dedicated itself to bringing down the Weimar Republic and fighting the alleged influence of the Jews, who it blamed for Germany’s defeat. Its membership reached 180,000 by 1923, whereupon it was banned by the government because of its constant incitement to violence. Millions joined associations that represented Germans who had left the areas awarded to Poland by the Versailles Treaty or devoted themselves to securing their return. The Verein für Deutsche im Ausland and the Deutscher Ostbund each boasted a million members. As a corollary to campaigning on behalf of the ethnic Germans marooned in Poland these associations spewed hate towards the eastern Jews who had settled in Germany. The composition of the Reichstag in the first years of the republic reflected these currents. The Deutschnationale Volkspartei (DNVP, German National People’s Party), launched in 1918, brought together the old conservative and nationalist parties in opposition to the Weimar Republic. The DNVP was unthinkingly, unsystematically anti-Semitic. In the 1924 Reichstag elections, at the peak of its popularity, the party won 21 per cent of the vote. For these völkisch groups and parties, anti-Semitism was as much about contempt for the Weimar Republic, its constitution and laws as it was about dislike of Jews. Attacking the Jews verbally or physically became a trial of strength with those who upheld the ‘November constitution’.29


Most shockingly for German Jews, hateful thoughts and violent speech turned into physical assaults and murder. Jewish politicians were the favoured targets of right-wing assassins. Rosa Luxemburg, a leading figure in the German Communist Party, Kurt Eisner, premier of Bavaria, and, most prominently, Walther Rathenau, the foreign minister, fell to the bullets of killers who were celebrated as heroes in right-wing, völkisch circles. When the Freikorps suppressed the Soviet regime in Bavaria they tortured and shot Jewish activists who fell into their hands. In November 1923, at the height of the hyperinflation, when a loaf of bread cost 200,000 million Reichsmarks, a food riot in central Berlin turned into a pogrom. Thousands of hungry, resentful Berliners invaded the Scheunenviertel, where they smashed and looted Jewish shops for several hours. There were attacks on Ostjuden in other cities, too. Members of the most visible and vulnerable segment of the Jewish population were ‘the first real victims of a brutalised German anti-semitism’.30


Then, almost as suddenly as it had come, the hyperinflation disappeared. The new chancellor, Gustav Stresemann, ended the practice of printing money to cover the deficit and stopped subsidizing resistance in the Ruhr. Stresemann introduced a new currency, the Rentenmark, pegged to the dollar, and, instead of trying to prove that reparations were unfeasible, resumed negotiations with the Allies. The following year, Stresemann, now serving as foreign minister, concluded a practical reparations plan. By August 1924, the nightmare had ended.31


German Jews did not observe these developments passively. The Centralverein engaged in vigorous anti-defamation work, distributing 50,000 handbills and 10,000 pamphlets on one day alone. Its membership soared as Jewish citizens threw themselves into the task of defending the good name of their community. Jewish ex-servicemen were particularly energetic. The Reichsbund jüdischer Frontsoldaten (Reich association of Jewish combat veterans, RjF) organized Jewish veterans across the country to ensure that the sacrifice made by Jews in the trenches was not overlooked. They fiercely contested efforts to traduce the loyalty of Jews to the Fatherland and drew on ties of comradeship forged in the ranks to bring non-Jews into the struggle against anti-Semitism. The Jüdischer Abwehr Dienst (Jewish defence service) provided physical security in times of tension. During the Scheunenviertel riots members of the Reichsbund jüdischer Frontsoldaten, took up weapons and patrolled the streets. Rather less heroically, communal leaders enjoined Jewish citizens to avoid ‘provocation’ by ostentatious behaviour or involvement with political extremism. For some nationalist Jews, like Max Naumann, this self-policing took the form of relentlessly criticizing the Ostjuden. ‘Whoever comes from “half Asia” is a dangerous guest’, he opined. Naumann suggested that German Jews should show their commitment to Germanness by demanding the expulsion of Jewish immigrants.32


In January 1933, then, German Jews were neither naive nor passive spectators of events. Their assessments of the ‘experiment’ with Hitler were not made just on the strength of recent events, the products of short-sightedness or momentary delusion. The conviction that Hitler had been appointed at a moment of weakness and might fall at any time rested on knowledge about the trajectory of his ‘rise’ and his curious career. He was placed in the context of previous political instability and waves of anti-Semitism, their ebb and flow. This awareness applied also to the range of Nazi policies, not least their attitude towards and plans for the Jews. So what did Germans, Jews and non-Jews, and the rest of the world know about Adolf Hitler and the Nazis?


Who was Adolf Hitler and what did he want?


Adolf Hitler only became a national political figure in the late 1920s and did not represent a significant political force until September 1930. Until then, only professional students of politics bothered to pay him much attention. Jews, like Alfred Wiener and Hans Reichmann, who were involved in anti-defamation work for the Centralverein naturally monitored the Nazis and reported on their activities. From the party’s inception its members were infamous for their extreme hatred of Jews and willingness to extend verbal violence to physical assault. But most Jews, like most other Germans in areas where the Nazi Party was weak or absent, knew little about it or its leader. The majority scrambled for information after the party had made its first big parliamentary gains in 1930. Consequently, Hitler was in the public eye for a mere two years before he became chancellor and during that time he behaved with consummate moderation. His rhetoric was toned down, he chose positive themes for his speeches, and his public attacks on the Jews diminished to vanishing point.33


Furthermore, Hitler and his propaganda machine carefully controlled his image. His autobiography and statement of political beliefs, Mein Kampf, was a key text. In the first part, which is essentially biographical, Hitler depicts himself as a man of humble origins who experienced hardship and poverty in his youth. He describes his political awakening, when he perceived the malign influence of socialism and the Jews, and summarizes what he learned as an autodidact in those years. Hitler reiterates his belief in the centrality of blood and race to human history and his adhesion to the guiding principles of Social Darwinism and eugenics. The vividly written passages about the years he spent in the army portray him as an ordinary front-line soldier who shared the discomforts and made the same sacrifices as millions of others. He repeats the widespread belief that Germany was stabbed in the back in 1918 and blames Jews for the defeat, but rather more unusually suggests that if a few thousand had been killed by poison gas Germany might not have lost the war. The biographical section of Mein Kampf concludes with his entry into politics after the war and the foundation of the Nazi Party. The second part covers the early history of the party and Hitler’s leading role, commingled with explanations of its philosophy, its aspirations, and practical thoughts on organization, propaganda and tactics.34


However, Mein Kampf was published in 1925–6 (originally, the first and second parts appeared separately). A great deal had changed between then and January 1933. Hitler now presented himself as more moderate than his tract suggested, as a responsible politician. He had second thoughts about publishing a further volume in 1928 precisely because he realized that his words might hang around his neck like a political albatross. So, a perusal of Mein Kampf gave the reader in 1933 a sense of who Hitler was and the intensity of his hostility to Jews, but how reliable was it as a guide to his current thinking or future action? In October 1930, Sir Horace Rumbold summed up the Nazi programme as ‘striving for a greater, better, cleaner and less corrupt Germany’. His successor, Sir Eric Phipps, doubted that Hitler would adhere to positions ‘expressed with such incredible violence in a work written in a Bavarian prison ten years ago’. Both men believed that Hitler was consistent about the Jews although they were equally convinced that in general he had moderated his views. Hence, Hitler’s early life and career were not necessarily predictors of what he would do once he was in a position of power. In any case, as historians have shown, the Hitler depicted in Mein Kampf or the hagiographies published by the party or his friends bore little relationship to the facts of his life.35


Hitler was born in 1889 in a small town close to the border between the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Imperial Germany, but grew up in Linz. His father, a customs official, died when Adolf was fourteen years old. His mother supported his ambitions to become an artist and in 1907 he applied unsuccessfully to the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, the year his mother died. Hitler returned to Vienna, spending half a decade as an impecunious, aspiring artist. He sold paintings to Jewish art dealers and according to the available evidence he had no inhibitions about interacting with them. Nor is there any record of him voicing anti-Jewish sentiments. There were signs, though, of his hatred for Marxism.36


In 1913 he moved to Munich, a cosmopolitan city with a flourishing artistic milieu. For a little over a year he sold his paintings and enjoyed cafe society. The outbreak of war changed the course of his life. In Vienna, Hitler had become a fervent German nationalist. He also read a great deal of popular Social Darwinist literature that extolled struggle as a way of life. According to these tracts the struggle between nations and ‘races’ found its supreme expression in war. Combat was also the testing ground for an individual’s worthiness to live. Hitler felt invigorated by the prospect and enrolled in the 16th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment. This was a poor-quality unit filled with over-age reservists, few of whom were as enthusiastic as him. Hitler served as a regimental dispatch runner, a job that involved considerable risk. He displayed genuine valour and was awarded the Iron Cross, second class and first class (the latter thanks to the recommendation of a Jewish officer). Despite the image he later fostered, though, Hitler was not really one of the lads. He was quartered with the regimental staff well back from the front line and was a bit of a loner. In October 1918 he was temporarily blinded by a British gas attack near Ypres and evacuated to a military hospital. He learned of Germany’s capitulation while he was still recovering from his wounds: the news came as a terrific shock. Having been insulated from the crumbling morale of the ordinary infantrymen he was only too ready to believe the myth that the army had suffered a ‘stab in the back’, that Germany was brought down by subversion, by enemies within.37


Hitler remained in the army for two more years, based in Munich. He showed no inclination to quit even when his unit came under the authority of the short-lived revolutionary regime in Bavaria. Throughout this period he operated as a field agent for military intelligence, collecting evidence on radical and rebellious groups. To assist his work he was given training as an education officer, took courses in politics at Munich University, and was briefed about the range of subversive ideologies. His mentors were right-wing army officers – extreme nationalists who were anti-Marxist and anti-Semitic. Under their tutelage Hitler began to write and speak about the Jews as a dangerous ‘race’ who were enemies of the German people. Sent by the army to infiltrate the right-wing, anti-Semitic German Workers’ Party (Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, DAP), he ended up joining it. In February 1920 he participated in drafting the party’s twenty-five-point programme and renaming it the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, NSDAP) to distinguish it from Marxist groups. Thanks to the army, Hitler discovered a talent for oratory and propaganda. His ability to draw and hold large audiences on the beer-hall circuit propelled him to ascendancy over his party comrades. He left the military and began to live as a professional political agitator, circulating in the far-right, racist and nationalist milieu in Munich that thrived on the bitterness of defeat and economic disruption.38


The Nazis, as the National Socialists quickly became known, were just one of several völkisch groups in Bavaria. Hitler was only distinguished by his extremism, his energy, his oratorical skills and his messianic self-belief. By July 1921 he had established the principle that he alone could lead the party and decide policy: the Führerprinzip. His experience in the trenches and his memory of a Germany united by a patriotic and self-sacrificing ethos guided him throughout his political journey. Under his direction the party took on a paramilitary hue. It acquired its own militia in October 1921 when an ex-army captain, Ernst Röhm, set up the Sturmabteilung (SA) to protect Nazi meetings from disruption. The storm troops took their name and inspiration from the assault units that led German attacks on the western front. Violence of language and the readiness to use force set the Nazis apart from the völkisch pack and attracted others to their ranks. A year later, Julius Streicher led his völkisch group into the NSDAP. Streicher, a Nuremberg teacher with a strong war record, was a pathological anti-Semite. He founded a paper, Der Stürmer, to promote National Socialism and disseminate a particularly vicious and sex-obsessed brand of Jew-hatred. By early 1923, NSDAP membership had risen from 20,000 to 55,000. Hitler had now gathered around himself a core of loyal and effective acolytes. They included Hermann Göring, a former fighter ace; Rudolf Hess, a veteran of the trenches and the Freikorps; Alfred Rosenberg, an ethnic German from Estonia who had trained as an engineer but had a gift for writing; and Max Amann, previously the NCO commanding Hitler’s section in the 16th Bavarian Infantry. These men had complete faith in his political vision and offered him virtually unconditional obedience; they would remain his closest, most trusted lieutenants.39


It looked as if the tide was running their way. The French occupation of the Ruhr, hyperinflation, and communist activity in several German states energized the far right. Munich was a snakepit of anti-republican plotters. Alarmed by what they perceived as the drift to the left, Bavarian state officials planned to topple the government in Berlin and restore order. Hitler was now cooperating with several völkisch groups and in October 1923 it looked like a coalition comprising the Bavarian government, the NSDAP and other parties would march on Berlin to suppress parliamentary democracy, much as Mussolini had marched on Rome the year before. At the last minute, however, the Bavarian leadership pulled back. Hitler, desperate to keep up the momentum, hoped he could bounce them into action by staging his own coup in Munich. He made his move on the night of 8 November 1923, but by that time the army high command in Berlin had rallied to the central government and there was little chance that the Bavarian ministers would risk a showdown. Despite being joined by General Ludendorff, a hero of the Great War, the Nazis found themselves more or less alone. Undaunted, the next morning Hitler led his followers towards the Bavarian Defence Ministry; but when the insurgents reached the Odeonsplatz in central Munich the police opened fire. Several National Socialists were shot dead, Göring was badly wounded, and Hitler injured his arm when he was pulled to the ground. The putsch dissolved and within the next few hours the leading conspirators were rounded up. In February 1924 Hitler stood trial alongside Ludendorff – who was only too happy to let the ex-corporal take credit for the abortive coup. Hitler used the proceedings to set out his beliefs with skill and passion, winning the sympathy of the right-wing judges. He was sentenced to five years in Landsberg fortress, but before he left the court the judges indicated that they hoped he would serve even less time. Hitler emerged from the trial as a martyr and hero.40


The press coverage of the trial enhanced Hitler’s status in far-right circles. His centrality was underlined by the factionalism that tore apart the NSDAP in his absence, although the far right as a whole went into decline thanks to the stability that finally settled over Germany. Hitler filled his time in prison writing and dictating Mein Kampf to Rudolf Hess, his personal assistant. When he emerged in 1925 he had a fully formed ideology and an ever-stronger sense of mission, but power seemed a distant goal. He was not allowed to speak in public until 1927, in some German states not until 1928. Yet these were hardly wasted, wilderness years. During the late 1920s the Nazi Party perfected the techniques and the appeal that would attract more and more Germans to its ranks.41


In February 1925 Hitler relaunched the NSDAP. He renounced the strategy of the coup and pledged to follow a parliamentary course. This did not mean eschewing violence or abandoning his determination to bring down the republic. Anti-Semitism remained at the core of the party’s ideology, crucial for both its internal coherence and its external operations. However, the NSDAP was not merely a negative force. It put down roots in local communities, offering help to hard-pressed citizens. Unlike the parliamentary parties of the right that became increasingly remote from ordinary people, the Nazis paid attention to interest groups and regional questions. Above all, they offered a positive social vision. Hitler promised to restore the sense of unity and purpose that had animated the nation in 1914–18; he painted a future of social harmony, equality and mutual respect. While he was always vague about detailed policy, he was able to mobilize the idealism of young people especially, and groups that felt left out of politics. Women and new voters were drawn in by the Nazis’ concern for ordinary folk, their willingness to address the plight of the homeless and the unemployed, distressed farmers, struggling small businessmen and underpaid civil servants. Because the parties of the left, the SPD and KPD, spoke the language of class and threatened those with property, the NSDAP was able to channel the discontent of the large middle class – and a fair number of disgruntled workers, too. It imitated the Marxist parties in terms of its relentless search for new members, ceaselessly building a mass base, and the discipline of those who joined its ranks.42


Activism and violence were essential to the party’s message. Parades and rallies, accompanied by banners and bands, allowed the Nazis to occupy the streets symbolically. In small towns and villages, particularly on key days in the Nazi and the national calendar, large numbers of SA men and party members would virtually take over the public spaces. At the same time as speakers denounced the ‘November criminals’, the Weimar Republic, the Versailles Treaty, reparations, and ‘the Jews’ who were responsible for all these ills, the brown-shirted militia presented a physical challenge to the constitution and the law. When they insulted Jews or damaged Jewish-owned property they issued a challenge to the republic. If the police force intervened it placed the forces of law and order on the side of a despised republic and an unloved minority. Violence also illustrated in the most brutal terms who was a part of the nation and who was an outsider. By forcing an identification of interests between the republic and the victims of intimidation, the Nazis suggested that both were opposed to the true Germans, the people of the racial-national community, the Volksgemeinschaft, that were as yet excluded from power.43


Still, the party remained a ‘fringe irritant’. In the parliamentary elections of 1928 the Nazis received just 2.6 per cent of the vote and won only twelve seats. Membership stood at around 130,000. Hitler gained some valuable publicity and a new degree of respectability by joining forces with Alfred Hugenberg and the DNVP in opposition to a new deal for reparations, the Young Plan, but the NSDAP was very much the junior partner. The paramilitary Stahlhelm was far larger than the SA and while it indirectly reinforced the Nazi message the effect was masked as long as it supported the DNVP and was loyal to Hindenburg (whom it did much to elect as President of the republic in the national election of 1925). On the tenth anniversary of the Weimar Constitution, Leopold Schwarzschild sounded a celebratory note. It was undeniable that 35 per cent of voters still chose parties that wanted the republic to fail: ‘But there are welcome signs that the position of the individual is being strengthened, and more than elsewhere. We have fewer regulations, fewer prohibitions, but also greater guarantees of personal liberty than almost any other country on this ravaged continent.’44


Hitler’s bumpy road to power


Within just a few weeks such optimism wilted under the effect of the Wall Street Crash. In 1929 the German economy was already in trouble, out of balance and unable to generate enough jobs to match the growing population. When American banks started calling in loans made to German financial institutions and enterprises they tipped Germany into a catastrophic deflationary spiral. Banks stopped advancing credit and demanded repayment of loans they had made; businesses responded by laying off workers and cutting wages. When they could not release sufficient capital that way, they went bankrupt. As spending power was reduced, industry and agriculture that depended on domestic consumption suffered accordingly. Tax revenue plummeted while welfare expenditure soared. The state and federal governments now made deep cuts too, throwing more out of work and inflicting short time or reduced wages on the large public sector.45


The political system could not cope. In March 1930 the ‘Grand Coalition’ government of Social Democrats, German Democrats, German People’s Party, and the Catholic Centre Party collapsed over an increase of the social contributions. Now the weaknesses of the Weimar Constitution came into play. The constitution granted considerable power to the president, but the ageing Hindenburg was increasingly manipulated by men in his entourage and the army leadership with whom they were closely connected. At their suggestion Hindenburg appointed the Catholic Centre politician Heinrich Brüning as chancellor. Brüning had no significant support in parliament. Knowing that he could not secure legislation to balance the budget he fell back on Article 48 of the constitution that allowed the president to rule by decree with the consent of the Reichstag. Intended as an emergency clause, Article 48 became the routine basis of governance. In July 1930, Brüning sought to break the opposition of the left-wing parties by calling elections. The result, declared on 14 September, was a ‘political earthquake’. The middle-class parties collapsed while both the extreme left and the far right gained tremendously. The NSDAP achieved 18.3 per cent of the vote, winning 107 seats. They were now the second largest party after the socialists. Brüning, who brought this result on his own head by a disastrous miscalculation, was kept in power by the president, the SPD, and the Centre Party, which preferred him to the alternatives.46


A month after the results were declared, the Jewish socialite and gossip columnist Bella Fromm noted ‘a touch of panic in certain quarters. Should we leave Germany and wait outside and see what happens?’ Fromm grew up in a well-off assimilated family in Bavaria but straitened financial times forced her to take up journalism. As a writer for the liberal Ullstein press, she thought the Nazis were ‘noisy roughnecks’. She was dismayed that conservative newspapers treated Hitler’s electoral breakthrough with gravity, even more so when establishment figures like Hjalmar Schacht, the president of the Reichsbank, suggested giving the Nazis a chance in government. Fromm probably composed her ‘diary’ after she had emigrated from Germany to the USA in 1938, but she nevertheless captured the confusion evoked by the unfamiliar political landscape.47


The Nazis had succeeded thanks to a clever and well-organized campaign that built on their previous steady, if unspectacular, success at the grass roots and in local elections. Their message was simple and attractive. Parliamentary democracy had brought nothing but conflict and misery; only Hitler could unite the country; only the NSDAP could thwart the rise of the communists. Hitler barely mentioned Jews in his major speeches, although to many Germans his attacks on Marxism and his criticism of modern society were understood as coded references to Jewish influence. If anything, it was the idealism and sincerity which the Nazis projected that brought Germans to acceptance of anti-Semitism rather than the other way round.48


Indeed, Hitler reiterated his commitment to achieving power by peaceful and legitimate means. He sought to reassure the international press that the Nazis ‘had nothing against decent Jews’. His minions, on the other hand, paid little heed to these tactical declarations. The day that the new parliament assembled, 13 October 1930, Nazi gangs vandalized the Wertheim and Teitz department stores in Berlin and attacked Jewish shops along the Kurfürstendamm, the main shopping street of central Berlin. Jubilant Nazis installed themselves in towns and villages across Germany, signifying their presence with banners, flags and parades. Wherever they gained a foothold they incited local people to cease buying from Jewish shops or dealing with Jews. On the eve of the Jewish New Year, 12 September 1931, 1,000 storm troopers again rioted along the Kurfürstendamm, assaulting anyone who they thought looked Jewish. Similar violence took place in Nuremberg and Würzburg. The police could barely cope with organized violence on this scale.49


During 1931, Brüning pursued a dangerous game of using the economic crisis to force the British, French and Americans to cancel, or at least lighten, the burden of reparations. Threats to suspend the repayment of foreign debt only increased the flight of capital from Germany. Although Brüning eventually managed to get reparations suspended this did nothing to ameliorate the disastrous situation: unemployment continued to climb. By the end of the year one fifth of the workforce was unemployed. There were 600,000 jobless in Berlin alone.50


The Nazi Party now became a ‘catch-all party of discontent’, stacking up votes in a series of state elections. Mainstream politicians and figures from business and industry, men like Hjalmar Schacht and the steel magnate Fritz Thyssen, sought meetings with Hitler to explore how serious he was about the ‘socialist’ elements of the party programme. Early in 1932, Fromm observed that ‘Society slowly gets accustomed to the originally plebeian National Socialist movement. People from the upper crust are turning to Hitler.’ Not that it was a smooth run for the Nazi leadership. The swelling ranks of the SA were chafing at the bit to seize power. Hitler was forced to replace their leadership and recall Ernst Röhm (who had gone to South America in pursuit of other opportunities) to bring them into line. He also faced a scandal when his girlfriend, Geli Raubal, who was also his half-niece, committed suicide in his Munich apartment.51


In a bid to keep up the political momentum, Hitler and his advisers considered whether he should run as a candidate against Hindenburg, whose presidential term was coming to an end. There was a danger that in so doing Hitler would appear anti-patriotic, plus there was the minor problem that he was not even a German citizen. To get around the latter, NSDAP officials in Braunschweig appointed him as a government councillor, a post that brought with it German citizenship. In March 1932, Hitler launched himself into another election, posing as the youthful alternative to the respected field marshal.52


The campaign was brilliantly conducted by Joseph Goebbels, a journalist whom Hitler had appointed party boss of Berlin in 1926. Goebbels came from a humble Catholic background in the Rhineland and had put himself through university with the help of Catholic charities. Due to a deformity of the right foot he had not served in the war, but he was a pugnacious intellectual with a belligerent world view. As a youth he was drawn to conservative völkisch ideas that he spiced with a hatred of capitalism and the bourgeoisie. Thanks to coverage of the putsch trial he discovered Hitler and came to regard him as a messianic figure. Goebbels began writing for the völkisch press and in 1925 published ‘The National Socialist’s Little ABC’. Soon he had become one of the party’s most effective speakers and propagandists. For a while his association with the left wing of National Socialism hindered his progress, but after Goebbels abandoned it Hitler posted him to Berlin with a mission to win over the capital’s working-class population. Goebbels was well suited to the challenge and over the following years honed his propaganda techniques. He played on themes of sacrifice and redemption, used ceremony and invented rituals, and latched on to the possibilities of modern media. In particular he saw the utility of film and radio. His genius for publicity coalesced in his orchestration of Hitler’s bid in 1932 to become head of state.53


In the first round Hitler won 30.1 per cent of the vote, as against 49.6 per cent for Hindenburg, and thereby forced a second poll. To emphasize Hitler’s youth and dynamism, as against the staid, ancient field marshal, Goebbels, by now the party’s propaganda chief, arranged for Hitler to fly from city to city addressing mass rallies. Between 22 March and 9 April, the leader spoke twenty-three times before mass audiences in twenty-one locations, directly reaching one million people with his message. Even more people saw newsreel reports of ‘Hitler over Germany’. The result revealed that Hindenburg had scored 52 per cent of the vote, while Hitler had pushed his share up to 36.8 per cent. The doddering president had become the last refuge for defenders of the Weimar Republic, while Hitler was on the way to co-opting the entire völkisch-nationalist electorate.54


Even so, Jews and supporters of the republic did not see this as cause for alarm. Schwarzschild actually argued that it was time to ‘let him have a go’, reasoning that the longer Hitler was kept out of power the more his support would accumulate, until the Nazis received enough votes to form a government independently of other parties. Since the economy was bound to deteriorate, it made sense to let the Nazi Party take office while its vote hovered below 40 per cent. Crucially, Schwarzschild added that ‘As long as the democratic mechanism continues to function, even the maximum extension of Hitlerism will always remain within a limit which will mean that the slightest counter current will send it tumbling back into a minority.’ In April 1932 it seemed perfectly credible to argue, ‘Let him govern, but with the proviso that no change can be made to the constitutional framework.’55


No sooner was the presidential race over than campaigning began in a slew of elections for state legislatures. In an attempt to curb the violence that now routinely accompanied electioneering and to peg back the National Socialists, Carl Severing, the Prussian minister of the interior, ordered raids on party headquarters, while Wilhelm Groener, the interior minister, banned the SA and the SS. The fightback came too late. The Nazis won 36 per cent of the vote in Prussia, 32 per cent in Bavaria and a remarkable 40 per cent in Anhalt. They were able to form administrations in Oldenburg, Mecklenburg-Schwerin and Thuringia. In such circumstances it was increasingly difficult to treat them as pariahs. But the resistance to Nazism was also being undermined from within.56


At the same time as Brüning was getting tough with the Nazis, Kurt von Schleicher, a former general staff officer who headed the liaison office between the army and Hindenburg’s office, began exploring ways to bring them into government. He lined up Franz von Papen, an old friend who was an ex-diplomat and Catholic politician, as the man to lead an administration open to the National Socialists. Then he persuaded men in the president’s circle that the plan was viable. Unable to secure a governing majority in the Reichstag and deserted by Hindenburg, Brüning resigned on 30 May 1932.57


Schleicher had discussed the transition in several secret meetings with Hitler and his advisers. In return for their compliance, Hitler and Goebbels demanded the unbanning of the SA and the SS plus fresh parliamentary elections. They were convinced that if they could push up their vote they could demand the right to form a government on their own. Schleicher’s plan misfired. Papen was made chancellor and began to construct a cabinet, but the dissolution of parliament and the announcement of elections unleashed a fresh tide of violence. The SA and SS were permitted back onto the streets and resumed battle with the Social Democratic Party militia and the communists. On one day alone, eighteen people were killed in the northern port city of Altona. Regardless of the chaos, Papen and Schleicher ploughed on with their agenda to form a right-wing regime. On 20 July 1932 they deposed the SPD government in Prussia, appointing commissioners in its place. Ten days later the elections gave the NSDAP 37.4 per cent of the vote, netting it 230 seats in the Reichstag.58


In accordance with his grand manoeuvre, Schleicher, who was now army minister, met Hitler to induce him into joining the government under Papen. But with 230 Reichstag delegates in his pocket Hitler felt emboldened to demand nothing less than the chancellorship. Schleicher was prepared to swallow that, but Hindenburg refused to contemplate a ‘Bohemian corporal’ serving as chancellor. On 13 August, Hindenburg met privately with Hitler and asked him to enter government as a junior partner. Hitler refused, demanding instead ‘full powers’. Hindenburg was equally implacable, so the talks ended. The presidential palace subsequently issued a statement implying that Hitler was power-hungry and put party before country. This rebuff left the Nazis looking bad and, indeed, they were in a sticky position. The party was short of funds after the succession of costly election campaigns; its activists were exhausted; and the SA was losing patience with the democratic route to power. There were rumblings of discontent with the party leadership. For the first time, the Nazi vote dipped in local elections. Meanwhile, Schleicher and Papen intended to dissolve the Reichstag, postpone elections until they could ensure a favourable outcome, and rule by decree as a ‘presidential cabinet’. In a chaotic session of the Reichstag, however, Papen was stampeded into a dissolution without obtaining a postponement. The elections had little chance of breaking the deadlock, but were potentially disastrous for the cash-strapped, battle-weary NSDAP. In the national ballot on 6 November 1932, the Nazis lost 2 million votes, 34 Reichstag seats, and saw their share of the poll fall to 33.1 per cent. To many it seemed that the republic had been saved.59


Instead, thanks to the machinations of Papen, Schleicher, and the coterie around the president, it lurched into another crisis. Following the elections Papen resigned but Hindenburg asked him to form a new government. The president again requested Hitler to serve under Papen, and Hitler again refused – this time to the alarm of his entourage and the despair of his followers. But none of the other parties could be induced to support Papen either. Schleicher now lost patience with his friend and convinced himself that with the backing of the army he could do better. He persuaded Hindenburg to withdraw his support for the chancellor, compelling Papen to resign for a second time. The next day, 3 December 1932, Schleicher assumed the chancellorship. Although he lacked any parliamentary or party base, Schleicher had a vision of an authoritarian regime that could win popular support through measures to benefit the working class. He opened talks with trade unionists and, after Hitler spurned his advances, courted the left wing of the Nazi Party, led by Gregor Strasser. When Strasser responded favourably it looked as if the Nazi Party was going to implode. Party workers and supporters were fed up with fighting campaigns that led nowhere; they could not understand why their leader shied away from high office. Hitler had to move nimbly to quell this unrest and crush the ‘Strasserites’. Even so, his prospects looked bleak.60


At the turn of the year, Leopold Schwarzschild detected ‘a break in the clouds’. He believed that a fascist takeover had been averted. There were signs of economic recovery while ‘the political tide has changed direction and lost some of its violence’. The nationalist camp was falling apart, the Nazis were crumbling, and Schleicher was beginning to improve things for ordinary people.61


Schwarzschild did not know that the embittered Papen was conspiring to bring down Schleicher and put Hitler in his place. On 4 January 1933 the two men met secretly in Cologne and agreed to seek a change of government without new elections. News of the conclave leaked out and immediately boosted Hitler’s standing. The Nazi Party received another fillip when it won nearly 40 per cent of the vote in the state of Lippe. Even though it was a tiny electorate and the Nazis had poured in resources, the victory gave the impression that they were on the march again. The success strengthened Hitler sufficiently to face down dissent amongst senior party men who warned that he could not play a waiting game much longer. According to an internal report the party was going to haemorrhage support unless it achieved a decisive success.62


At this juncture Joachim von Ribbentrop, a well-connected wine merchant from the Rhineland with a military and diplomatic background, who had been attracted to Hitler’s cause, offered to act as an intermediary between Hitler and Papen. While Schleicher tried vainly to shore up his position, Hitler bargained with Papen over the shape of a new cabinet. Initially the talks went badly because Hitler insisted on the chancellorship. Fortunately for him, Oskar von Hindenburg, the president’s son, disliked Schleicher even more than the prospect of a government led by Adolf Hitler. Oskar von Hindenburg and Hindenburg’s chief of staff, Otto Meissner, joined the discussions and helped steer them towards the formation of a cabinet with Hitler as chancellor and Papen as his deputy – on the assumption that the president and the vice chancellor could contain Hitler. A few days later Papen proposed this solution to Hindenburg. The old man baulked yet again, but he was equally unwilling to let Schleicher call fresh elections before the Reichstag reconvened and, inevitably, voted down his government. In desperation Schleicher intimated that the army might have to take control, raising the prospect of civil war. The previous day, 15,000 SA men had smashed their way into the headquarters of the Communist Party before marching to hear Hitler address them at a rally. As they marched they shouted, ‘We shit on the Jew republic . . . We shit on freedom.’ Things were spiralling out of control and the army was not even certain that it could keep the contesting sides apart. Finally, Schleicher ran out of options. On 28 January he told the cabinet that he would seek permission to dissolve the Reichstag, put off elections indefinitely, and govern in the interim as a ‘presidential cabinet’. If Hindenburg refused, he would resign. Although Hindenburg had previously permitted the constitution to be bent, this time he stood on principle and refused to let Schleicher sidestep the legislature and rule by decree: he was fed up with the chancellor and his advisers were worried by several of Schleicher’s pro-labour measures. Ironically, one of the last of these was a massive public works scheme worth RM500 million that would eventually put two million Germans back to work, but under Hitler.63


With Schleicher’s resignation it remained for Papen to persuade Hindenburg to swallow Hitler’s appointment as chancellor and construct a new government in such a way as to reassure the field marshal that the Nazi Party would not run rampant. The prospect of a ‘nationalist front’ induced Franz Seldte, leader of the Stahlhelm, to join, while Papen gained the adhesion of Hugenberg by offering two important ministries to the DNVP. The choice of two traditional conservatives, Werner von Blomberg and Konstantin von Neurath, as respectively army minister and foreign minister, further placated Hindenburg. Hitler asked for just two portfolios. Wilhelm Frick, a lawyer and former civil servant, got the Interior Ministry. Hermann Göring, who had been president of the Reichstag since July 1932 as a reflection of the Nazi ascendancy, joined as a minister without portfolio and Prussian minister of the interior. Papen himself took the role of commissioner for Prussia as well as vice chancellor, which, on paper, put him in a strong position. When a conservative Prussian aristocrat who knew Papen expressed alarm at the prospect of Hitler in power, Papen told him to calm down. ‘You’re mistaken. We’ve hired him.’64


Judgements and misjudgements in January 1933


Contemporary assessments of Nazism varied widely and this variation is itself telling. No one in January 1933 could accurately assess the nature of the new regime, let alone how it would develop in the future or what it would deliver. Of course many Jews were now fully apprised of the Nazi Party’s rabid attitude towards the Jewish people and felt a sense of foreboding. Three weeks prior to the Nazis entering the national government the Jüdische Rundschau reflected that things had come to a sorry pass when Jews were relieved that a right-wing government led by the head of the army had managed to keep Hitler out of the Chancellery. Even that relief evaporated at the end of the month.65


However, other Jews saw nothing ominous in Hitler’s rise. In September 1930 Siegmund Warburg, a well-connected and well-informed member of the Hamburg banking dynasty, asserted to his Swedish father-in-law that ‘Once they are in government they will immediately become, first, more sensible and, secondly, once again less popular.’ After all, there were precedents for this transformation: ‘Our Social Democrats were also once irresponsible demagogues and have today nearly all become bourgeois and willing to compromise.’ Warburg was not alone amongst the Jewish elite of Weimar Germany. During the course of 1932, Rudolf Hilferding, a leading SPD politician, Hans Schäffer, the managing director of the Ullstein publishing concern, the banker Oscar Wassermann, and Warburg’s colleague Carl Melchior all advocated giving the Nazis a stab at government. Like Schwarzschild they were convinced that power would tame rather than inflame the Nazis and that Hitler was as likely to fail as to succeed.66


These Jews were not gullible or prey to wishful thinking derived from a pitiful desire to be accepted as Germans. Walther Karsch, a fearless opponent of fascism who wrote for the radical weekly Die Weltbühne, opined in September 1930 that ‘Anyone who believes that these people will now make a serious attempt to implement their anti-semitic ideas may be reassured. There is absolutely no reason to start applying for passports and packing your bags. In order to get back at the Jews there would need to be a change to the constitution. Where is the necessary two thirds majority?’ To Karsch, ‘anti-semitism is no more than an advertising slogan’.67


Proximity to events did not necessarily alter perceptions. The young Joachim Fest, growing up in a Catholic household in Berlin dominated by his anti-Nazi father, later remarked that ‘the continuation of the familiar blurred any sense of a break’. Curt Riess, a Jewish journalist working for a left-liberal newspaper, remembered sub-editing a headline announcing that Hitler had become chancellor ‘without the slightest feeling, without any concern that it might affect me’. Yet a few weeks later he was an exile in Paris and in 1941 made his way to New York, where he published numerous anti-Nazi tracts.68


Experienced diplomats reached diametrically opposed conclusions about Hitler, based on their own observations and soundings amongst knowledgeable Germans. Without any caveat Sir Horace Rumbold transmitted to the Foreign Office Papen’s belief that ‘a government under Hitler including a proportion of ministers who were not Nazis would be unable to embark on dangerous experiments’. A week later he echoed the line advanced by the German foreign minister, Neurath, that ‘The Hitler experiment had to be made sometime or other.’ When he met Hitler for the first time, Rumbold found him ‘simple and unaffected’ although his words and actions were ‘more calculated to appeal to the mob than to the critical faculty’.69


Yet the American James G. McDonald saw the Nazis in a different light. McDonald was a tall, blond Midwesterner who had gained a PhD in political science at Harvard and won notice in Germany for his critique of Allied atrocity propaganda during the Great War. Between 1919 and 1933 he was chairman of the American organization supporting the League of Nations which metamorphosed into the Foreign Policy Association (FPA). It was as a representative of the FPA that he travelled to Germany in autumn 1932 and met with Ernst ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl, Hitler’s American-educated publicist. Hanfstaengl got McDonald into a key rally at the Berlin Sportpalast on 1 September 1932 at which Hitler steadied the nerve of his followers. The next day he lunched with Hanfstaengl and asked him about Hitler and the Jewish question. In a report to the FPA he wrote that ‘Immediately his eyes lighted up, took on a fanatical look, and he launched into a tirade against the Jews. He would not admit that any Jew could be a good patriot in Germany.’ To McDonald, ‘It was clear that he and, I presume, many of the Nazis really believe all these charges against the Jews.’70


Ordinary Germans greeted the new government in myriad ways depending on their political orientation, their religious affiliation, where they lived, whether they had jobs or not and a host of other variables. Many embraced National Socialism out of youthful idealism, a longing for change, and in a frenzy of hope rather than hate. Luise Solmitz, a Hamburg housewife, was married to a war veteran who had converted from Judaism to Protestantism. They were conservatively minded and fervent German nationalists who had supported the DNVP through its years of stagnation. In her diary on 30 January 1933 she expressed the relief and optimism of millions of others who were not Nazis: ‘Hitler Chancellor! And what a government! A government we hardly dared to dream of last July. Hitler, Hugenberg, Seldte, Papen!! On every one of them rest my hopes for Germany. National Socialist vitality, German national prudence, the party independent Stahlhelm and the never to be forgotten Papen . . .’71


Melita Maschmann was one of those who watched the Nazi victory parade that evening in central Berlin. Aged fifteen she was taken to see history in the making by her anti-Semitic and pro-Nazi parents. Melita was enraptured by the spectacle and what she believed it portended. ‘For hours the columns marched by. Again and again amongst them we saw groups of boys and girls scarcely older than ourselves.’ At one point a spectator was assaulted but this did not deter her. ‘The horror it inspired in me was almost imperceptibly spiced with an intoxicating joy . . . I wanted to escape from my childish, narrow life and I wanted to attach myself to something that was great and fundamental.’ National Socialism promised that ‘people of all classes would live together like brothers and sisters’.72


Hitler’s route to power was paved by idealism, the desire for strong communities, and love of Germany. For some Germans anti-Semitism helped to define the nation and the community, with Jews embodying everything that was false, corrupt, alien and wrong. But Hitler was not made Chancellor of Germany because of anti-Semitism. It was obviously central to his world view and it was essential to the core activists of the Nazi Party, yet on 30 January 1933 this gave no indication of what lay in store for the Jews of Germany.




PART ONE


THE FIRST YEAR


1933




Protest and boycott


Hitler’s priority on taking office was to make good his promise to repair the economy and restore national unity. Terminating parliamentary democracy was both a means to this end and a fundamental Nazi objective. Hitler did little that appeared immediately relevant to Germany’s Jews as Jews. The drastic restrictions on individual rights and the extension of police powers seemed more to do with political warfare. In those first heady weeks there was nothing to suggest that the state posed a threat to innocent citizens who belonged to an innocuous religious minority.1


At the inaugural meeting of the new cabinet Hitler obtained agreement to hold fresh elections on 5 March 1933. The coalition would seek an absolute majority in order to pass legislation suspending parliamentary government. The election campaign then got under way with the customary marches, rallies and raucous propaganda. As usual, ‘electioneering’ led to street violence. The SA and SS targeted communist and socialist bases; the leftists defended themselves. Now, however, the National Socialists were in government and the SPD was compelled to act with circumspection in case it provoked a crackdown. On 22 February, Göring enrolled 50,000 men of the SA, SS and Stahlhelm as ‘auxiliary policemen’ in Prussia. François-Poncet noted sardonically that the government had ‘entrusted the maintenance of order to the very forces that were disrupting order’.2


The odds in the one-sided electoral contest were tipped further when an arson attack on the Reichstag building gifted the government a pretext to take even more power into its hands. The fire was started on the night of 27 February by Marinus van der Lubbe, a demented Dutch ex-communist. It is not clear if the Nazis were implicated, but Göring didn’t hesitate to claim that the blaze presaged a communist putsch. He ordered the police to round up KPD leaders and thousands of rank and file. The next day President Hindenburg issued an emergency decree suspending civil rights, permitting the police to make arrests, search houses and confiscate property without a warrant. The security forces were empowered to take people into ‘protective custody’ in anticipation of a crime being committed by or against them. For good measure the Nazi interior minister William Frick slipped into the decree a clause extending the writ of central government throughout the individual states, laying the foundations for an unprecedented centralization of power in Germany.3


Terror gripped the left. Anyone who had once challenged the Nazis, particularly if they were Jewish, felt vulnerable. The SA set up makeshift detention centres in derelict factories, the basements of office blocks, and disused army barracks. These sites were dignified with the technical term ‘Konzentrationslager’ (concentration camp). Unsupervised by the regular police or the judicial authorities, they became a byword for brutality.4


The aspiring English novelist Christopher Isherwood captured the mood in the weeks before the March election. ‘Every evening, I sit in the big half-empty artists, café by the Memorial Church, where the Jews and left-wing intellectuals bend their heads together over the marble tables, speaking in low scared voices. Almost every evening, the SA men come into the café . . . Sometimes they have come to make an arrest. One evening a Jewish writer, who was present, ran into the telephone-box to ring up the Police. The Nazis dragged him out, and he was taken away. Nobody moved a finger. You could have heard a pin drop, till they were gone.’5


The decapitation of the KPD and harassment of SPD party workers created a distinctly uneven playing field. The Nazi campaign also benefited from an inrush of funds from industrialists and big business, keen to be on the winning side. Despite this massive effort the NSDAP only managed to push its share of the vote up to 43.9 per cent. To cross the 50 per cent threshold the National Socialists had to continue in coalition with Hugenberg’s DNVP. While frustrating, the continuation of a government with conservative ministers had the virtue of lending the Nazis an air of respectability. The leadership strove to reinforce this impression with the ceremony to mark the opening of the new Reichstag. It was held on 21 March at the garrison church in Potsdam, rich in imperial history. Newsreels showed Hitler, clad in a cutaway coat, alongside the president and members of the old royal family. It was a gloriously sunny spring day, but it marked the eclipse of democracy in Germany.6


At the first session of the parliament, held in Berlin’s Kroll Opera House, the Nazis bullied through an Enabling Act that allowed the government to make laws without the consent of the Reichstag or the president. The two-thirds majority to amend the constitution was attained by excluding the KPD delegates and twisting the arms of the Catholic Centre Party. Only the ninety-four socialist delegates bravely stood their ground. Leopold Schwarzschild marvelled at the speed and ease with which the National Socialists brushed aside the constitutional safeguards protecting individual rights. As a National Socialist tsunami toppled mayors, local government officials, police commissioners, and any office holder considered inimical to the ‘national revolution’ he reflected, ‘History is brutally unsentimental.’7


During the election campaign, SA violence had been directed towards political opponents. Afterwards, party activists turned on the Jews. From early March a rash of local boycotts spread across the country. Unauthorized picketing and marking of Jewish-owned stores and shops was often accompanied by thuggery, especially if the proprietors objected. These incidents were not centrally planned or coordinated, but they stemmed from the well-honed Nazi practice of using intimidation to drive a wedge between Jews and non-Jews, signifying who was a secure member of the Volksgemeinschaft and who was a vulnerable outsider. But whereas anti-Jewish violence and stigmatization before 1933 had represented an assault on the law and the republic, the fact that the law was now enforced in the name of Adolf Hitler created unforeseen complications. It was one thing to defy the state when it was the creature of the ‘November criminals’; it was quite another when it was the vehicle for the ‘national revolution’. To muddy the waters further, many state and municipal authorities, as well as private organizations, began taking measures against Jews. These were often justified as a response to ‘spontaneous’ and ‘popular’ anger directed at the Jewish population. SA men who triggered such ‘self-cleansing’ actions then felt empowered to seek fresh targets. Within days of enjoying electoral legitimacy and constitutional sanction, the Nazi leaders found themselves presiding over a spiral of discrimination and violence. It resulted in friction between party activists and the police, threatened to undermine the new regime’s authority as the guardian of law and order, compromised its image as responsible politicians and triggered an international backlash.8


In Berlin, the day after the election, SA men worked their way down the Kurfürstendamm picking on anyone who looked Jewish to them. The correspondent for the Manchester Guardian reported that ‘many Jews were beaten by the Brown Shirts until their heads and faces flowed with blood. Many collapsed helplessly and were left lying in the streets until they were picked up by friends or pedestrians and brought to the hospital’. On 7 March the old synagogue in central Königsberg was set on fire and, two days after that, Jewish-owned stores. East Prussia soon became notorious for persistent and widespread anti-Jewish activity. In Gollnow, near Stettin, the owner of a department store complained to the mayor when a storm unit demonstrated outside his establishment. The mayor at first advised him to close, but when the proprietor refused to oblige he sent the police to keep order. At night the SA returned and defaced the building anyway.9


On 11 March storm troopers invaded Jewish-owned department stores and shops in the centre of Breslau, forcing them to close. An SA detachment barged into the court buildings and compelled Jewish lawyers and judges to suspend business. The disturbances continued until the police intervened ‘forcefully’ to restore order. The siege of the courthouse went on for three days and only ended when a senior judge agreed to limit the number of Jewish lawyers to seventeen. In a country that prided itself on being a Rechtsstaat, a state of law, the violation of judicial premises and the harassment of the judiciary was tantamount to desecration, not to say contempt of court. But it was a deliberately symbolic act, indicating that the law applied to, and could only be administered by, Germans for Germans. The SA were inciting Germany’s new rulers to articulate this shift and to validate it. As the final settlement in Breslau indicates, the naturally conservative and rightward-leaning judiciary found it relatively easy to accommodate to Nazi conceptions.10


Over 27–29 March disturbances occurred in cities across the Ruhr. In Bochum Nazi rowdies smashed the display windows of thirteen shops while in Dortmund shots were fired into the establishment of a Jewish merchant. A hundred Jews were taken into ‘protective custody’ by the SA. The local rabbi and five other Jews were forced to parade through the street in Oberhausen. A Jewish court official and several Jewish men were later treated to ‘protective custody’ by Brownshirts.11


Once they were transferred to the SA detention centres, Jewish men were in extreme danger and suffered disproportionately compared to internees from other backgrounds, mostly political prisoners. Rabbis and Orthodox Jews, who were distinctive because of their beards, were singled out for brutal treatment. In what would become a trademark practice, many had their beards crudely shorn. If they were held over Jewish holy days, the SA (who, like the SS, had a spiteful familiarity with the Jewish ritual calendar) made a practice of inflicting particular humiliations, displaying a hatred of Judaism as much as of Jews. KPD members with Jewish names were also selected for especially rough handling. SA men delighted in tormenting Jewish lawyers who were placed in their hands, relishing the fate of those like Hans Litten who had prosecuted Nazis or engaged in anti-defamation work. In Dachau, of approximately one hundred political prisoners who were dead by May 1933, a dozen were Jewish.12


Thanks to diplomatic dispatches, the coverage by foreign correspondents, and private communications (including stories told by returning visitors), foreign governments and the public in other countries were kept abreast of these grim developments. The plethora of information that reached the British Embassy in Berlin from consuls around Germany caused Sir Horace Rumbold to warn the Foreign Office that a ‘massacre’ of Jews was on the cards. In a private letter to her family in England, Lady Rumbold noted ‘All sorts of terrorising of Jews and socialists . . . It is hateful and uncivilised.’ Over this period the New York Times, the Chicago Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Atlanta Constitution and the Washington Post carried 455 articles and editorials on Hitler and the Jews (half in the New York Times alone). Two hundred local newspapers in the USA printed 2,600 pieces on events in Germany.13


The reaction was swift and sharp. In the USA and Britain the extensive coverage of events led to outrage in Jewish communities. Within days of Hitler taking power, 4,000 Jewish war veterans took to the streets in New York carrying banners decrying Nazi atrocities. Jews on both sides of the Atlantic demanded that their governments intervene or at least condemn what was happening. In the course of March Jewish leaders conferred repeatedly and a head of steam built up for a boycott of German goods and services.14


However, the American Jewish leadership was at odds over what steps to take. The differences of approach reflected deep rifts in the Jewish population. The assimilated and well-off section that stemmed largely from the German Jewish immigration of the mid-nineteenth century tended to favour quiet diplomacy with State Department officials and politicians. This tactic was routinely used by the ‘uptown’ American Jewish Committee (AJC). The more recent and more numerous immigrants from eastern Europe, who were predominantly lower-middle and working class, tended to respond viscerally and noisily to news of Jewish suffering. Many were enrolled in trade unions and socialist organizations; a significant portion were Zionists. The American Jewish Congress represented this section of the population and was consistently more activist and vocal. But the clamour alarmed the patricians of the AJC. On 20 March a deputation led by Cyrus Adler, AJC president, called on the US administration to ‘make proper representations’ to the German authorities. At the same time, it condemned ‘boycotts, parades, mass meetings and other similar demonstrations’. This injunction reflected their instinctive discretion and reluctance to legitimize the politics of the Jewish masses; it was also a calculated response to pleas from German Jews not to launch attacks on the Naziled coalition.15


Their discretion was of no avail. The American Jewish Congress, led by the charismatic Rabbi Stephen Wise, went ahead with a mass rally in Madison Square Gardens. When the doors opened on 27 March, 20,000 Jews filled the auditorium, leaving 35,000 milling around outside. They heard anti-Nazi speeches from Senator Robert Wagner, former presidential contender Al Smith, the president of the American Federation of Labor, the mayor of New York, and two bishops. On the same day 10,000 Jews marched through Brooklyn, with roughly the same number rallying in Chicago and Los Angeles. Six thousand Jews demonstrated in Baltimore, 3,000 in Newark and Washington, and 2,500 in Atlantic City. It was estimated that a million people had rallied against the Nazis, making it one of the largest demonstrations of its kind in US history.16


When the AJC asked Wise not to go ahead, he replied that if mainstream Jewish organizations refused to organize protest events their place would be taken by ‘Socialist Jewish meetings, Communist Jewish meetings’. His comment offers an insight into the triple bind in which American Jews found themselves. They were under pressure from German Jews not to act, while the Jewish street clamoured for action. Behind-the-scenes lobbying failed to meet these popular demands and left the way open for radicals who would confirm prejudices about Jews on both sides of the Atlantic. Whatever they did was liable to backfire on them or on the German Jews.


Calls for a boycott of Germany posed even more acute dilemmas. During March, a self-made millionaire and communal activist, Samuel Untermyer, put himself at the head of a spontaneous movement to persuade Jews and non-Jews to desist from purchasing goods originating from Germany. When both the AJC and Wise leaned on Untermyer he retorted that ‘The Hitlerite Party is bent on the extermination of the Jews in Germany, or upon driving them out of the country.’ By October 1933 the American Jewish Congress buckled to pressure from its constituents and declared support for the boycott. It was joined by Hadassah, the largest mass-membership Zionist organization in North America.17


A similar dynamic unfolded in Britain, where letters calling for a boycott poured into the London Jewish Chronicle. The editor, Jack Rich, took up the cause in a leading article on 24 March. ‘If, as seems evident . . . there is a strong longing to institute a boycott of German goods and services, by all means let it be done. Let Jews, here and in every land, borrow from the Germans their weapon of the boycott and turn it against them.’ The JC was influential at the best of times; this issue sold out completely.18


As in America, the established Jewish leadership presided over a socially stratified and ideologically fissured community. Neville Laski, the president of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, was a lawyer from Manchester. He led a body that was elected mainly by synagogue members, but broadly articulated popular feeling amongst the Jews who had immigrated to England from Russia and Poland around the turn of the century. Leonard Montefiore, president of the Anglo-Jewish Association (AJA), was more of a patrician, who spoke for the wealthier and highly assimilated section of the Jewish population. Laski temperamentally sided with the more reticent Montefiore and tended to discount what his members were saying. At a meeting with Robert Hankey, permanent undersecretary at the Foreign Office, on 21 March, they deprecated noisy demonstrations, while Hankey warned strongly against giving any official sanction to a boycott.19


And as in the United States the caution of the official Jewish leadership did nothing to inhibit the wider expression of opinion. The boycott movement spread like a bush fire through the East End of London, where 100,000 Jews lived. Signs appeared in shop windows announcing that the owners did not deal with German suppliers. On Friday 24 March, after businesses closed early for the Sabbath, thousands of Jews marched from the East End to the German Embassy. The following Sunday there were angry exchanges at an emergency conference, called by the English Zionist Federation, when Laski refused to place the Board of Deputies at the head of the boycott movement or organize a protest rally. His admonition that it would antagonize the Germans and make life difficult for ‘moderates’ like Papen was met with derision. Delegates found it harder to dismiss the pleas of German Jews. Laski and Montefiore succeeded in winning time to arrange a decorous mass meeting to be addressed primarily by non-Jewish figures.20


Diplomats in Washington and Whitehall felt the heat of Jewish indignation. In his private journal J. P. Moffat, chief of the Western Division in the US State Department, recorded the pressure. ‘The situation concerning the Jews in Germany is causing the utmost alarm to the race here. There have been a series of meetings held far and wide over the country and a huge one is scheduled for Monday next. The reports reaching the Jews here from their co-religionists who have left Germany are alarming to a degree.’ Importantly, though, Moffat went on to express his professional scepticism. ‘Thus far, nothing we have received from the Embassy tends to bear this out. We drew up a telegram, however, telling the Embassy it was important for us to have the exact facts and requesting them to telegraph a full report after consultation by telephone if necessary with the consulates in the principal cities.’21


The press coverage and Jewish lobbying propelled diplomats into formal interventions with German ambassadors and the German Foreign Office. In March 1933, Horace Rumbold alerted the German foreign minister, Neurath, to the adverse impact of persistent anti-Jewish attacks. Neurath reassured him that German Jews had nothing to fear; on the contrary, it was the Germans who felt put upon.22


To the Nazis, the overseas campaign against them was proof that ‘the Jews’ were an international force. The diplomatic initiatives on their behalf in Washington and London, however mild, were taken as evidence that Jews controlled the governments there. The protest wave also played into the German people’s sense of being victims of international aggression. It enabled Hitler and the Nazis to whip up rage against ‘the Jews’ and at the same time pose as the defenders of vulnerable, wounded Germany. The Nazis then satisfied the feelings of rage by punishing world Jewry through inflicting suffering on their German brethren. They used the threat of further retribution to deter future interventions. German Jews thus became hostages, held against the good behaviour of ‘international Jewry’.


In fact, close scrutiny of the Jewish response in February and March 1933 would have revealed only division and dissonance. There was no chorus of ‘international Jewry’. However, the very multiplication of efforts to stage protests and organize boycotts, amplified by rivalry between competing Jewish organizations and leaders, created a cacophony that impressed Germans abroad and at home. Nazi believers in the Protocols of the Elders of Zion misread Jewish pluralism and weakness as a sign of unity and strength. If anything, these early weeks of turbulence in foreign opinion and diplomatic circles served to harden Nazi preconceptions.


A week after the March election, Hitler attempted to rein in the violence against political opponents and Jews, explicitly forbidding Einzelaktionen (unauthorized individual actions). Although the CV-Zeitung publicized his announcement it did nothing to assuage the din of foreign protest, not least because the prohibition did little to prevent states and municipalities from amending regulations to the detriment of Jews – for instance by banning ‘shechita’, the slaughter of livestock according to Jewish religious law. As adverse press coverage and diplomatic interventions continued, François-Poncet noted the effect with his usual sarcasm: ‘nothing exasperated the Nazis so much as to find themselves blamed abroad’.23


The regime responded to what it perceived as a barrage from world Jewry by going onto the offensive. On 26 March, Göring summoned German Jewish leaders and instructed them to persuade the Jews in London and New York to call off the boycott and cut out the ‘atrocity propaganda’. Kurt Blumenfeld, president of the German Zionist Federation, and Julius Brodnitz, chairman of the Centralverein, duly cabled the American Jewish Committee: ‘We protest categorically against holding Monday meeting, radio and other demonstrations. We unequivocally demand energetic effort to obtain an end to demonstrations hostile to Germany.’ A delegation flew to London to convey the same message to Laski and his colleagues.24


To add force to the message, Hitler gave his approval for an official nationwide boycott of Jewish shops, businesses and professionals unless ‘world Jewry’ backed off. After meeting the leader in Berchtesgaden, Hitler’s rural retreat in Bavaria, Goebbels confided to his diary, ‘He has pondered the whole matter fully and has come to a decision . . . We shall make headway against the foreign lies only if we get our hands on their originators or at least beneficiaries, those Jews living in Germany who have thus far remained unmolested. We must, therefore, proceed to a large-scale boycott of all Jewish businesses in Germany. Perhaps the foreign Jews will think better of the matter when their racial comrades in Germany begin to get it in the neck.’ Goebbels then sent out an order for party branches to carry it out. ‘We are going to take our revenge. The Jews in America and England are trying to injure us. We shall know how to deal with their brothers in Germany.’25


When Hitler informed the cabinet that he had sanctioned the boycott, some ministers were uneasy. Neurath, in particular, was ‘perturbed about the Jewish boycott’ which he considered would be ‘disastrous for Germany’s foreign prestige’. At the last minute, with Hitler’s consent, the German Foreign Office offered to call off the boycott if foreign governments agreed to stop ‘atrocity propaganda’. In London, Lord Reading and Lord Samuel, two Jewish peers, received this proposal from the German Ambassador and passed it on to the Foreign Office, where it was considered a satisfactory outcome to the trial of strength. The US Secretary of State Cordell Hull likewise got the offer and responded in conciliatory terms. Drawing on Moffat’s research he averred that ‘many of the accusations of terror and atrocities which have reached this country have been exaggerated’. By the time these diplomatic exchanges had been concluded it was too late to cancel the boycott outright, but it was curtailed to one day, Saturday 1 April.26


In Nazi thinking, the boycott was a rational response to an adversarial situation, the first foreign policy crisis they faced in office. But few diplomats or politicians at the time could grasp this. George Messersmith, consul at the American Embassy in Berlin and in most respects an incisive analyst, was convinced that the foreign protests were just an excuse for the boycott. He believed that the Nazis thereby showed their disdain for world opinion. In characteristically pungent language he reported to Washington that ‘reason is in reality absent from the majority of the leaders of the National Socialist movement. They have no comprehension of the outside world and its reactions. They have further than that a complete disregard of what the outside world thinks.’27


Messersmith was wrong. It was precisely because the Nazis did care about overseas opinion that they mooted and then abbreviated the boycott. More recent analysis that depicts the boycott as a device to channel SA energies or a means to impose control over a chaotic situation is equally wide of the mark. The reality – as the Nazis saw it – was a showdown between them and international Jewry. The foreign boycott was proof of Jewish solidarity, proof that they manipulated governments, and proof that they were a dominant economic force. Because the boycott was an economic weapon it proved that the Jews were a financial world power. This meant that if the Jews could use the power of money to attack the Germans, they might also be forced to use it to save their own people. At a formative stage in Nazi policy-making the boycott verified, according to their world view, the association of Jews with international finance and indicated that if one section of world Jewry was squeezed painfully, another section could be forced to pay for its relief from pressure. Equally, if Jews were threatened in one place they could make a government somewhere else react. From this point onward these principles assumed an a priori status in Nazi thinking.28


In Dresden, Victor Klemperer, an academic with a distinguished war record, saw this all too clearly. Klemperer was born into a Jewish family but had converted to Protestantism and was a fervent nationalist. He paid scrupulous attention to the language of Nazi pronouncements so as to tease out their true meaning. On 27 March he wrote, ‘The government is in hot water. “Atrocity propaganda” from abroad because of its Jewish campaign. It is constantly issuing official denials, there are no pogroms, and has Jewish associations issue refutations. But it openly threatens to proceed against the German Jews if mischief-making by “World Jewry” does not stop.’ As the mood darkened and violence intensified he feared a pogrom. The day the boycott was announced he declared, ‘We are hostages.’29


It did no good when James McDonald, who had arrived from the USA on 29 March, tried to explain to Putzi Hanfstaengl that the agitation in the USA was not instigated by Jews and nor was there unanimity amongst them. ‘Indeed’, he told Hitler’s foreign press liaison man over dinner at Horcher’s restaurant, ‘powerful conservative Jews in New York, like Warburg and the American Jewish Committee, had opposed the Jewish agitation’. According to Hanfstaengl, though, Hitler had proclaimed ‘we are not afraid of international Jewry. The Jews must be crushed. Their fellows abroad played into our hands.’ After McDonald protested that most German Jews were patriots, Hanfstaengl retorted, ‘we cannot trust them. They are not, they cannot be Germans.’ McDonald got much the same response from Hjalmar Schacht, the former liberal and now president of the Reichsbank. ‘Yes, not all Jews are unpatriotic, but why should those . . . in the East End of London dictate to us. We do not attack Jews as we do socialists and communists. Anyhow, after a week or two, nothing more will be heard of it.’30


The days running up to the boycott saw violence against Jews reach an unprecedented pitch. Bella Fromm noted ‘the baiting of Jews continues incessantly. It has become accepted practice for Jewish victims to be dragged from their beds before dawn and taken away.’ In Straubing, a small city in Lower Bavaria, a Jewish shop owner named Otto Selz was abducted from his home at dawn by men in ‘dark uniforms’ (probably SS), and driven away. His body was found later in a wood. In Bad Kissingen a rabbi and local councillor were taken into ‘protective custody’. In Düsseldorf the windows of Jewish-owned shops were smashed. In Cologne, sixty Jewish lawyers were obstructed while going about their work and detained for several hours.31


Messersmith cabled the State Department on the eve of the boycott: ‘The anti-Jewish movement . . . has reached an intensity and a diffusion of action which was not contemplated even by its most fantastic proponents, and there is real reason to believe now that the movement is beyond control and may have a bloody climax.’32


The leading members of the Jewish community in Germany were in a quandary. On the one hand, it protested that German Jews could not be held accountable for foreign opinion and denounced the ‘atrocity’ stories. On the other, it informed its constituents that the fight against defamation had to continue – albeit as a domestic matter. When McDonald met with Siegmund Warburg and Carl Melchior they told him ‘their people were considering a public statement signed by a hundred prominent Jews pleading for the rest of the world to leave the problem to Germany’. In this spirit, Jewish war veterans addressed a public letter to President Hindenburg seeking the abatement of the boycott. But Victor Klemperer noted that the night before, the SA were already taking up position outside Jewish premises. Protests were ‘hopeless’.33


When morning arrived on 1 April 1933 a peculiar atmosphere hung over the shopping precincts of German cities and village high streets. Large numbers of Jewish shopkeepers opted not to open up for business. For Orthodox Jews this was normal for the Sabbath in any case. A few displayed notices expressing solidarity with Germans against foreign ‘atrocity propaganda’. Klemperer went into Dresden and found storm troopers standing outside Jewish shops with placards reading ‘Whoever buys from the Jew supports the foreign boycott and destroys the German economy’. People walked down the streets, gawping. Willy Cohn, a history teacher in Breslau, got ‘the impression that decent Christian circles are increasingly keeping their distance from such events’. Yet an eve of boycott appeal by local Jewish leaders to Cardinal Bertram of Breslau was met by silence. While there was no Church protest, there was mercifully little violence; the Nazi police chief Edmund Heines had demanded ‘calm and order’.34


The American consul in Leipzig, Ralph Busser, reported to the US Embassy that the local SA were straining at the leash prior to the boycott. On the day itself pickets and placards were accompanied by ‘numerous acts of violence’. Storm troopers ‘raided the Kaufhaus Brühl, one of the largest department stores in Leipzig, drove out the customers and expelled or arrested the Jewish shop assistants’. In the fur district Jews were forced to parade wearing insulting placards. Polish Jews were arrested and made to scrub slogans off walls. ‘In fairness to the German people’, he added, ‘it must be said that the boycott was unpopular with the working-class movement and the more intelligent section of the population.’35


From exile a few years later, Edwin Landau vividly recalled that day in his home town of Deutsch-Krone in West Prussia. A decorated veteran of the Great War, he was the chairman of the Jewish community and proprietor of a plumbing business. ‘I couldn’t believe my eyes. I simply could not imagine that something like this was possible in the twentieth century. Things like this only happened in the middle ages.’ But there they were: two young Brownshirts outside the entrance to his shop. The sight collapsed his self-identity as a German. ‘And we young Jews had once stood in the trenches for this people in the cold and rain and spilled our blood to defend our nation.’ Boiling with rage and shame he went home, put on his medals, and walked back into town. Although some old customers passed by his premises with smirks on their faces, others, particularly Catholics, quite deliberately came in as a gesture of solidarity. One, an official of the DNVP, was later sacked for the handshake he gave Landau. After a while, Edwin shut up shop and went to the synagogue where he found an entire community in grief and shock.36


In Hamburg, Henrietta Necheles-Magnus, a doctor, arrived at the entrance of her practice to find it patrolled by two SA men with a sign bearing a yellow circle. Once inside her first task was to console her non-Jewish receptionist. ‘We are so ashamed of our fellow countrymen,’ she wept. Necheles-Magnus noted that the Jewish war widow who ran the grocery across the road did brisker trade than usual. Then patients started to arrive bearing flowers and gifts to show what they thought about the boycott. It started to rain and the storm troopers looked increasingly despondent, taunted by burly dock workers who patronized the clinic. ‘All in all, the boycott was unpopular,’ she remembered from her new home in America seven years later. Luise Solmitz had the same impression. She felt ‘ashamed in front of shops with daubs of paint and before every Jew . . . The mood of the people appeared depressed, unhappy, most really cannot support this.’37


James McDonald in Berlin derived a more chilling lesson. He walked to the Wertheim department store, where he found SA men lined up in front of the entrances. They had plastered the display windows with signs showing a yellow circle on a black background. The employment of a medieval symbol shocked him. ‘No doubt the boycott was effective,’ he wrote. ‘It showed that Jewish trade could be completely stifled. No hand was raised against the SA. But the boycott is only the outward sign of an equally destructive discrimination against all Jews.’ By chance, Lady Rumbold tried to enter Wertheim’s at roughly the same time. Her way was blocked and she gave up. She reported in the language typical of her class that all down the Kurfürstendamm ‘in front of each Jew shop were two or three Nazis standing blocking the door’. She was mortified when obstructive Brownshirts upset her small son. ‘It was utterly cruel and Hunnish and the whole thing, just doing down a heap of defenceless people.’38


Summing up from his diplomatic perch, Messersmith considered the day had been a failure. ‘The heart of the SA men was no longer in the boycott as it had been so emasculated by restraining measures which had been issued the night before. It seems as though they felt that if the boycott was to last only a day and to be conducted in so orderly and restrained manner that it was not really worth-while at all.’ It was ‘not generally popular with the German people’. However, he added, ‘There is no indication that the feeling against the Jews has in any sense died down, but merely that popular opinion does not approve of a means which even the man in the street realises may be destructive of the internal economic life and seriously affect Germany’s foreign trade.’39


Messersmith’s sanguine conclusion missed one point of the operation and its consequences. The mere fact that he, a US diplomat, was taking such an interest in German Jews chimed with Nazi anti-Semitism. It did not matter for the moment if ordinary Germans were ambivalent: the NSDAP was still drawing the lines between ‘them’ and ‘us’, demonstrating that ‘they’ were now fair game. If the population baulked at certain activities because they hindered economic recovery this only made the continuity of Jewish life conditional on economic necessity. Prudence offered Jews some leverage in the short term, but the converse was that it rendered them expendable at the point at which their utility was exhausted.40


The ‘national revolution’


The boycott was only one thread of what the Nazis dubbed the ‘national revolution’. In a report to the State Department a month later, Messersmith observed that the NSDAP had already gained control over the levers of power in Germany. In his eyes the takeover was a genuine popular insurgency. ‘The masses are for the moment the dictator in Germany and the party leaders are merely their spokesman’, he told Washington. By contrast, his colleague in Munich, Consul General Charles Hathaway, noted the silence and obedience of the population: the ‘abundant arrests have done their work’. These divergent perceptions reflect the bewildering pace at which the National Socialists consolidated their grip, liquidating first opponents and then rivals until they had created a one-party state. They engineered the complete centralization of power and the regulation of culture until, almost in the blink of an eye, they presided triumphantly over a totalitarian state. Throughout the process they appealed to and seemed to evoke a genuine tide of popular feeling. The alacrity with which swathes of society voluntarily aligned with the Nazis, sometimes pre-empting administrative fiats, defied simple notions of the takeover being exclusively either a top-down coup or a bottom-up revolution.41


One of the most important measures to impose Nazi control was the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, promulgated on 7 April 1933. It authorized the dismissal of officials deemed politically unreliable, especially those with a record of socialist political activity. Paragraph III stipulated the enforced retirement of ‘non-Aryan’ officials, with the exception of those who were combat veterans or who lost fathers or sons in the Great War. As well as facilitating the removal of many Jews (though far fewer than the Nazis anticipated), the law set in motion the Nazification of the most crucial instrument of state power alongside the security forces. A parallel process was set in train in the judiciary, rippled through local and municipal government and spread from the army into the private sector. As the ‘Aryan paragraph’ was voluntarily adopted across the spectrum of civil society Jews were asked to leave or were expelled from sports clubs, recreational associations, professional networks, and cultural organizations.42


Jews were not, for the present, the chief concern of the regime. The government organized a spectacular show for the celebration of labour on 1 May, appropriating the mantle of the left, then the next day sent the police to arrest the trade unions’ leadership. The following week the SPD was struck; the party was finally banned on 21 June. By the summer, 100,000 political prisoners had been held, mostly for short periods, beaten and terrorized, in the concentration camps. Around 600 prisoners died. It was, in the words of historian Richard J. Evans, a ‘massive, brutal, murderous assault’ on political opposition. The message for Hitler’s coalition partners and the centrist parties was stark. Hugenberg was prevailed upon to merge the DNVP into the NSDAP, while the Stahlhelm was absorbed into the SA. The Catholic hierarchy agreed to dissolve the Centre Party, which defended the interests of Catholics, in return for a concordat between the Third Reich and the Vatican that guaranteed the rights of the Catholic community. By July 1933, Hitler was able to proclaim that the NSDAP was the only legal party in Germany; the party was the state.43


There were few protests against this transformation but there was unease about the brutishness that accompanied it, especially the grisly stories emanating from the ‘wild’ concentration camps. Occasional assaults on foreigners further damaged Germany’s image abroad and provoked the question: who was in charge? On 6 July, Hitler used an address to newly installed Nazi state governors to announce an end to the ‘national revolution’. Next month, Göring terminated the auxiliary police role of the SA. The semi-official detention centres they had run were shut down and Himmler, police chief in Bavaria, moved to tighten SS control of the remaining authorized sites. He installed Theodor Eicke as commandant of Dachau concentration camp with instructions to draw up a disciplinary code covering both the guards and the remaining prisoners. Over half were released (although 37,000 political prisoners were incarcerated in state prisons). As a quid pro quo for this concession camp inmates were removed from the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Justice.44


Although the political opposition was broken, there was no let-up to surveillance of ‘unreliable elements’. In September, Göring established an independent political police in Prussia, the Geheime Staatspolizei, better known as the Gestapo. It soon attained a scary reputation for assiduous investigation and merciless torture of suspects. In fact, the Gestapo was a relatively small organization and lacked sufficient personnel to initiate inquiries on a large scale. It relied more on informers and denunciations by letter. That it acquired a fearsome record for locating and eliminating dissidents was more a testimony to the support National Socialism enjoyed in the population than it was a tribute to the effectiveness of the police state. With little difficulty the entire police force was brought under the command of party men. The definition of crime and the nature of policing itself were transformed by the Law against Dangerous Habitual Criminals. Criminality was now deemed a genetic disorder. Since lawbreaking was an inherited tendency there was no point in attempting to deter or re-educate ‘habitual’ criminals. The law mandated that after three convictions a felon would go to prison, no matter what the crimes happened to be.45


Under Nazi guidance, the Ministry of Education quickly produced new textbooks that embodied National Socialist ideas. The teaching profession, which already had a large cadre of NSDAP members, was purged and the residue subjected to a mixture of re-education and blandishments. Within three years practically every teacher in the Reich was a Nazi Party member. Indoctrination was not confined to the schoolroom. The whole nation was put through a learning experience. Its chief instructor was Goebbels, who was appointed to run the new Ministry of Propaganda and Popular Enlightenment on 13 March 1933. Goebbels set himself the task of convincing Germans that they were part of the Volksgemeinschaft, the racial-people’s community. His mission began by establishing control over the cultural sector and creative industries, purging them of political opponents and Jews. The keystone of his project was the Reich Chamber of Culture, established by law on 22 September. Every cultural organization was required to join and to police its membership. At the behest of Goebbels a succession of laws led to the dismissal of Jews from orchestras, opera companies, art galleries, theatres, radio and the film industry. In October, legislation was passed barring Jews from working as editors for newspapers.46


The most dramatic and symbolic moment in the ‘cleansing’ of German culture was the burning of books by authors considered anti-German, Marxist or Jewish. The literary auto-da-fé was held on 10 May. Instigated by Nazi students, the pyres were constructed in squares outside universities, which was convenient for students carrying stacks of books from libraries to the bonfires. When Stefan Zweig complained that his works were blacklisted by mistake, possibly the result of confusion with the communist Arnold Zweig, his acerbic friend Joseph Roth put him right. ‘They confuse you not because your name is Zweig, but because you are a Jew . . .’ Ironically, while Roth urged Stefan Zweig to accept his fate as a Jewish author, Robert Weltsch in the Zionist Jüdische Rundschau contested the inclusion of books by assimilated authors such as Stefan Zweig with no ‘Jewish’ theme. ‘We refuse to designate literature as Jewish based on the negative criteria of being “not German”.’ At this stage the preservation of internal distinctions was more important to some Jews than the danger posed by the externally imposed myth of homogeneity.47


Millions of Germans who disliked modernist culture found this vandalism deeply satisfying. They also applauded measures designed to bolster traditional sectors of the economy, improve the welfare of ordinary families, and strengthen the health of the people. In July 1933, Hugenberg realized that the conservatives had been sidelined, and resigned from the cabinet. He was replaced as minister of agriculture by Walther Daré, a Nazi thinker with a background in economics. Long a champion of the peasantry, a cause that lay close to Hitler’s heart, Daré passed a law to protect the tenure of farmers and prevent their holdings from undergoing fragmentation. The government also acted to prevent the growth of chain stores and department stores, restricting their ability to undercut small shopkeepers by offering hefty discounts. The regime paid careful attention to the morale of industrial workers, too, aware that they were essential to economic recovery and a potentially threatening source of discontent. In November 1933, the Kraft Durch Freude (Strength Through Joy) organization was set up to offer cheap foreign holidays, cruises, tours and recreation to deserving German workers. To further compound the impression of a nation in which every man and woman was valued, united by a common spirit of self-sacrifice, the Nazis passed legislation to expand their annual pre-Christmas collection in aid of the needy, Winterhilfe (winter relief), into a national drive. Contributions were effectively obligatory.48


The most far-reaching measures to mould the German people into a racially aware, biologically robust and homogenous community, a true Volksgemeinschaft, were the eugenic laws. On 14 July 1933, the Reich interior minister, Wilhelm Frick, issued the Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Progeny. It established Hereditary Health Courts consisting of doctors, psychiatrists and social workers who were empowered to order the compulsory sterilization of individuals deemed mentally or physically disabled and liable to pass on their disability if they had children. It was the most radical expression of the Nazis’ utopian project to create a Volk that was biologically pure and perfect according to their racist vision. Subsequent legislation would deny state secondary schooling to the congenitally disabled, prohibit marriage to a person believed to carry a hereditary illness, and ease the divorce of one partner from a spouse unable to conceive. These negative eugenic measures were accompanied by pro-natalist social engineering. Laws were passed to prohibit contraception and abortion. Tax breaks and cheap loans were given to newly married couples. Childbirth was rewarded with grants and perks. While heterosexuality and marriage were vaunted, the police were encouraged to employ existing laws against homosexuality with greater vigour. Although relatively few men were sent to prison for homosexual acts, centres of gay life were repressed while thousands of gay men were arrested and cautioned.49


The headline-grabbing policy initiatives to bring about the national renewal cascaded through society, proliferating into a multitude of individual choices. In each case a German had to decide whether to opt in or to opt out, with their previously held convictions and affiliations weighing against the powerful urge to share in a great idealistic project. Behind this emotional tug-of-war was knowledge that nonconformity could result in terrible punishment. Crucially, Germans were not being asked to hate Jews; they were being asked to love other Germans.50


The choices in question were superficially tiny: whether to give the Adolf Hitler greeting or to persist with traditional salutations, whether to wear a party badge, whether to don a uniform, whether to participate in celebrations such as Adolf Hitler’s birthday or attend the rituals marking the anniversary of the November putsch. In addition to voluntary choices, Germans found themselves increasingly directed into activity that tacitly aligned them with the regime. Work could be interrupted by mandatory listening to a Hitler speech on the radio or attendance at a Nazi factory cell meeting. Every tenement had a ‘block leader’ and a discussion forum. Recreational activity was channelled through the Strength Through Joy organization. Shopping became an assertion of identity, not just because of the campaign to avoid Jewish shops. Products were increasingly labelled and advertised as ‘Germanic’, healthy for the Volk. Goebbels inveighed against the wearing of French-designed clothes for women and called for an authentically German style of couture. Life-cycle events turned into an affirmation of racial allegiance. It was necessary to prove one’s Aryan status and racial health to obtain a marriage certificate. The birth of a full-limbed healthy child was joyful in itself, but it also allowed the parents to anticipate financial benefits and free schooling.51


From childhood, young German boys and girls experienced the thrill of belonging to the Volksgemeinschaft and were impregnated with its values by teachers, youth leaders, labour service officers, university professors and military trainers. It began with the Deutsches Jungvolk for children aged 10–13 years; it was continued into the Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth) for boys up to 18 and the Bund deutscher Mädel (Association of German Girls). Then came Reich Labour Service for six months, followed by two years in the armed forces. Young people had a natural affinity to National Socialist ideals of equality, integration, participation and self-sacrifice. They instinctively shared the spirit of revolt against bourgeois norms and the restrictive life of the traditional family. To ensure they got the message, youths passed through a succession of camps where they were sequestered from their families and lived according to the new values. There were 2,000 summer camps for the Jungvolk, Hitler Youth and the BDM, sweeping up 600,000 youths each year. Nearly half a million teenagers went through labour service and army barracks. At each stage they received indoctrination in National Socialism. Equally important was the lifestyle and the values exemplified by each collective activity. There were, of course, no Jews.52


Yet it would be a mistake to equate Nazi values with hatred. What gave them such force was their capacity to evoke feelings of love and belonging. Melita Maschmann recalled that ‘No catchword has ever fascinated me quite as much as that of the Volksgemeinschaft.’ It generated a ‘magical glow’. ‘What first drew young people to National Socialism was not hatred’, she later wrote, ‘but love of Germany. It was in the service of this love that they wished to make themselves tough, swift, and hard.’53


For older members of the population the same effect was achieved by the constant atmosphere of struggle and emergency. Leopold Schwarzschild observed that ‘It is not the armaments that are the priority at the moment, but the nation’s psychology, whose pressure gauge is constantly kept at the level of an army camp about to march off to war.’ There was the battle for jobs and the battle for food production. Everyone was drawn into the campaigns to economize and to help the needy. Increasingly, adults who were too old for military service were obliged to participate in civil defence exercises. The measures for racial hygiene required the creation of a vast new bureaucracy and the assignment of manifold tasks to university professors, teachers, civil servants, municipal officials, doctors, nurses, psychiatrists and social workers. They were employed to determine the racial status of individuals and, having resolved who belonged to the Volk, to police its conduct and defend its boundaries. All these executors of racial-biological policies had to be selected and trained. Party membership was virtually obligatory for anyone who wanted advancement. So, 215,000 teachers out of 300,000 in the entire profession attended two-weekly ‘retreats’ at which they were familiarized with National Socialist ideology and policy, and how to apply it. A network of research institutes was created to provide intellectual and scientific underpinning for Nazi eugenic, racial and anti-Jewish policies, and to cloak them in respectability.54


In the pithy formula of the historian Peter Fritzsche, ‘Race defined the new realities of the Third Reich.’ This reality was less questioned with each year that passed, more firmly entrenched with each generation graduating from the learning machine that the Third Reich became. The dictatorship was driven by young people; from the Nazi leadership, which was predominantly in its forties, downwards. As the number of young adults for whom National Socialism provided a basic value system increased, they filled more and more official positions at all levels of the state and in social organizations. Membership in the SA peaked at nearly three million in 1934. At its height, during the war, the SS embraced 800,000 men who, with their spouses, equated to over 1 per cent of the entire German population. Six million Germans passed through the Reich Labour Service and seven million served in the German armed forces. For these millions, ‘the Nazi conscience’ was the natural and normative reflex of moral choice. While the majority of the population remained formally unaffiliated, they too were enmeshed in a system that fostered the internalization of Nazi values. When the Nazi Party succeeded in delivering political stability, social order, and prosperity its values were accepted with sincerity and gratitude.55


Judenpolitik was crucial to the construction of the Volksgemeinschaft. As historians now appreciate, anti-Jewish measures were not simply the fulfilment of goals long held by anti-Semites or even the expression of hatred towards Jews. While for Nazis like Streicher anti-Semitism was an end in itself, for others it was instrumental. Personal feelings hardly mattered. The exclusion of Jews defined the Aryans. Anti-Jewish propaganda and actions helped to control public opinion. What was permitted or prohibited helped to ‘reshape the public domain’. Racial policy gave the state licence to intrude into ever more private and personal realms. It ‘made possible the almost complete elimination of a private sphere’. Soon all policy was examined in the light of race and framed with the Jews in mind.56


Yet the Third Reich was a dysfunctional regime; its fragmented leadership was constantly trying to accomplish a great deal in a short time with limited resources. Personalities and policies tugged in opposite directions, cut across one another or just ran out of steam. It is possible in retrospect to over-interpret the instrumentality and coherence of Judenpolitik. Ascribing a clear sense of purpose to Nazi policy-makers, in turn has the effect of making the German Jews look like misty-eyed fools. In fact, the ‘victims’ have something important to tell historians. At the time Judenpolitik didn’t appear coherent or purposeful because it wasn’t; it was improvised, unplanned and, hence, unpredictable. The Nazis may have been able to draw upon a history of anti-Semitic thinking and civil servants may even have had draft legislation for discriminatory measures in their filing cabinets, but what emerged was confused, contradictory, half-baked and usually temporary.57


The first anti-Jewish laws


The government followed up the orchestrated indignation of 1 April 1933 with a succession of laws directed at the exclusion of Jews from areas of German life that the Nazis considered sensitive and where a Jewish presence had always been considered irksome. On 7 April, Jews were forbidden from entering the legal profession. Jews who were qualified and practising were untouched, but those still studying found the ground removed from under them. On 22 April, Jewish doctors and dentists were barred from practising within the state sector. Three days later, the Law Against the Overcrowding of German Schools imposed a 1.5 per cent quota on the admission of Jews to schools and universities and a 5 per cent limit to the total allowed. On 14 July, legislation was passed to denaturalize Jews who had entered Germany after November 1918. Despite the readiness of the Interior Ministry to nullify the citizenship of everyone Jewish, Hitler limited the blow to Ostjuden. The creation of the Reich Chamber of Culture and laws to exclude political opponents and Jews from work in the press or radio added to the roster of Jewish unemployed. However, these measures were comparatively mild, especially when the exemptions were taken into account. Sacked civil servants even enjoyed a reasonable pay-off and retained a proportion of their pension.58


The relative temperance of anti-Jewish legislation contrasted with the unrestrained abuse, discrimination and violence emanating from the SA and the Nazi Party ranks. In April 1933, Annemarie Schwarzenbach wrote to her friend Klaus Mann, author and son of Thomas Mann, that ‘in spite of all Hitler’s appeals and admonitions, individual actions, of the worst sort, take place every day’. Disorder reached the point at which central government could no longer remain passive and the regime redoubled its efforts to end anti-Jewish activity that threatened to disrupt the economy. On 7 July, Rudolf Hess, the deputy Führer, prohibited actions against department stores. Three days later, Wilhelm Frick, the interior minister, issued a circular forbidding unauthorized individual actions. Three weeks after his previous communiqué, Hess issued a specific injunction against party members getting involved in such affairs. At the start of September, the Reich Economic Ministry circulated instructions that there were to be no blacklists of Jewish businesses or people doing business with Jews; that Jewish businesses were not to be denied the right to advertise; that signs and pickets outside Jewish shops or stores were to be removed.59


Yet these edicts were more often honoured in the breach. The result was wide regional variations and further uncertainty. Franconia (northern Bavaria), where Julius Streicher wielded the greatest influence, was a particular hot spot. Here local NSDAP branches and SA detachments bridled against the restraints imposed by Berlin. In Neustadt an der Aisch, north-west of Nuremberg, a public meeting condemned the Economics Ministry for seeking to prevent boycotts and the ‘occasional excesses’. Municipalities dominated by Nazis used their local competence to exclude Jews from public amenities. An early ordinance forbade Jews access to public swimming baths, a spiteful gesture that reflected Streicher’s pathological aversion to Jews and the widespread desire to prevent any physical contact with Aryans. There was also intermittent violence. In Aschaffenburg, SS men went on the rampage, abducting and beating Jewish men, while the boycott was revived in Würzburg and a synagogue in Miltenberg was vandalized. The district head office of the National Socialist Company Cell Organization (Nationalsozialistische Betriebszellenorganisation, NSBO) was then sharply admonished to rein in the boycotters. In October 1933, police clashed with SA and SS units that attacked Jewish bookshops with, they claimed, the authority of Julius Streicher.60


The contrast between Berlin and Bavaria was graphically revealed to Martha Dodd, the daughter of the newly arrived American Ambassador, when she went on a road trip to the south in the company of the journalist Quentin Reynolds. As they approached one town after another they encountered banners strung across the main road proclaiming that Jews were not wanted there. The atmosphere was febrile. In Nuremberg they saw SA men force a woman to walk through the streets with a placard strung around her neck reading ‘I have offered myself to a Jew’. Reynolds decided not to report the incident because ‘there had been so many atrocity stories lately that people were no longer interested in them’.61


Such humiliations were not confined to Streicher’s realm. From the outset Nazi rule unleashed a wave of sexual abuse and gendered violence, usually masked by the pretence of interdicting physical contact between Jews and Aryans. At the same time as National Socialism denounced the libertinism attributed to the Weimar Republic and advocated a new form of puritanism, it fostered a prurient interest in sexual activity through the policing of personal relationships. The permission to pry, expose, and discuss sex was a welcome relief; it was also a legitimate way to indulge in salacious talk and misogynistic violence.


During that first long, hot summer of National Socialism Jewish men and non-Jewish women who defied the new line between Aryans and non-Aryans were subject to public pillory. The Gestapo office in the government district of Kassel reported that ‘a number of Jews who had intimate relations with German girls were brought in recent days to police headquarters by the population, assisted by the SS’. Before they were hauled in ‘the Jews in question were paraded publicly through the streets. This was accompanied by repeated spontaneous anti-semitic demonstrations by the agitated crowd.’ In Hamburg, Kurt Rosenberg, a lawyer who was sacked due to the Aryan paragraph, watched a German girl and a Jewish man paraded through Cuxhaven. He noted in his diary that she bore a cardboard notice inscribed ‘I am a pig because I took up with a Jew’.62


Couples in mixed marriages also came under hostile scrutiny, especially in small places where they were denied the anonymity people enjoyed in the big city. Lilli Jahn was in her early thirties, a qualified doctor, married to a non-Jew who she had met while they were medical students. After her marriage to Ernst Jahn in 1926 they moved to Immenhausen, in Hesse, where he obtained a practice. When she was not having children and raising them Lilli assisted Ernst in the clinic. They prospered and lived happily until 1933. The town was under an SPD mayor and council until March when the SA evicted the left-wingers. Somehow the local Nazis knew that Lilli was Jewish and on 1 April organized a boycott of the practice. In anguish she wrote to friends, ‘We’ve had a shocking time of it! Can you imagine how I’m feeling? Can you understand how heavy hearted I am and how bitterly hurtful it all is . . . Just imagine, they also boycotted Amadé [her pet name for Ernst] because he has a Jewish wife! I can’t find the words to tell you how profoundly shocked I was. And, of course, we are now very fearful. Will there be other repercussions on us?’ Ernst Jahn stood by his wife, who was pregnant with their third child, but she stopped practising so as not to ‘give offence’.63


When autumn arrived, relations between party yahoos and the state authorities grew more strained. The upturn in the economy, partly thanks to the pay packets of men employed on public works schemes, meant that the Christmas season got under way strongly. Jewish-owned shops and stores benefited along with suppliers and wholesalers. NSDAP members making their Yuletide purchases were offended to find the window displays in Jewish-owned businesses decorated with Christmas trees and religious symbols. Worse, the shops were full of customers. The result was another wave of actions aimed at Jewish-run retail outlets. Raymond Geist, in the American Embassy, reported that ‘The revival of anti-Jewish propaganda has intimidated Jews in many towns and it is reported that they avoid showing themselves in the streets during the day as much as possible and lock themselves in their houses at night.’ This was not what Schacht or Schmitt, the economics minister, wanted to hear. In mid-December, the Reich Economics Ministry sent around instructions that under no circumstances should shopping be disrupted.64


Jewish responses


These contradictions and fluctuations help to explain the divergent Jewish responses to persecution during 1933. At the most extreme point on the spectrum, dozens of Jews took their own lives out of despair. Around 37,000 German Jews emigrated, most to adjacent countries. The vast majority stayed. Some remained because they believed, like lots of other Germans, that Hitler could not last long. Those who were less hopeful that the government would fall believed they could adapt to life under Hitler. These pessimists could reassure themselves that however bad it was in Germany, it was worse for Jews in Poland and far worse to be a refugee anywhere. Jewish perceptions also varied according to class, occupation, age, gender, and where they lived. In some regions, such as Streicher’s domain or East Prussia, there was constant anti-Jewish agitation. Elsewhere, Jews enjoyed relative calm. The Jewish population of the big cities was more lightly affected than Jews in small towns and villages. Individual Jews could pass unnoticed in the urban conurbations and the authorities were more capable of preventing violence or disorder. In rural communities the few Jews were well known, at the mercy of officials and local SA men who could do almost what they pleased.65


The twilight period between Hitler’s appointment as chancellor and the elections was particularly fluid. Left-wing Jews were naturally apprehensive. Jewish shopkeepers who were exposed to events on the street felt distinctly vulnerable. Wealthy, conservative, nationalistic Jews who moved in more decorous circles wondered whether they might not be able to share in the national revolution. On the same day that the Reichstag went up in flames Siegmund Warburg began a diary in which to record ‘the huge political upheavals of the last few weeks’. He found them ‘especially moving for a Jewish German and above all for one such as myself, who feels his entire being to be so inextricably rooted in Germandom’.66


Listening to Hitler’s eve of poll speech on the radio, Warburg thought the oratory was ‘clearly idealistic, powerfully proactive, delivered with authentic inspiration’. Intimidation alone could not explain the seven and a half million votes cast for the NSDAP; the result was a tribute to the ‘idealistic forces which above all have brought it about’. National Socialism represented the struggle between dynamic youth and sluggish bureaucracy. The Nazis deployed a ‘decisive analysis’ and showed a ‘self-sacrificing will to fight’. Despite the anti-Semitism of the movement, he considered the ‘prospects are good’. The new regime offered opportunities for like-minded German Jews. ‘Perhaps the coming man is now precisely this type among both Aryan and Jewish Germans – a Jewish German of this type can therefore rightly say that he would be a Nazi if it weren’t for the Nazis’ anti-Semitism.’ He suspected that such Jew-hatred was symptomatic of the Nazis’ arriviste status; it would pass.67


A week later, the new Nazi incumbents in Hamburg’s city hall obliged Siegmund’s older cousin, Max Warburg, to resign from his position with the finance department. Siegmund now felt more dubious about how the wind was blowing. ‘We have fascism, but the big question remains whether it will be a good German fascism, in other words a fascism that wants to be orderly and just, akin to the Italian, or a fascism closer to that of Moscow, a fascism which leads to arbitrariness, and communism, to brutality and ignorance.’68


Nor was there a uniform reaction to the boycott. In a front-page article in Jüdische Rundschau, Robert Weltsch urged Jews to respond to discrimination by glorying in their heritage. Entitled ‘Wear the Yellow Star With Pride’ the piece was intended to evoke Jewish triumphs over past waves of discrimination rather than express meek acceptance of persecution. The RjF, led by the decorated ex-army captain Leo Löwenstein, believed in constructive engagement with the regime. When it won concessions for combat veterans the entire Jewish population saw this as an example of how best to reply to Nazi persecution. The Jüdischer Frauenbund, however, spurned engagement and withdrew from the League of German Women, expressing its alienation from Germany. Nationalist Jews formed the Verband nationaldeutscher Juden (the Association of German National Jews) and sought to prove their loyalty to Germany by denouncing both Zionism and Ostjuden. These ultra-patriotic German Jews declared that ‘Anyone who leaves and goes abroad is a traitor.’ Orthodox Jews wrote to Hitler seeking reassurance that Germany did not wish for their destruction. They got no reply.69


There were reasons to be hopeful. The boycott had provoked moving gestures of solidarity. It was, in itself, a response to international protest, signifying that the Jews of Germany were not alone. Moreover, a succession of pronouncements from the Reich Chancellery, the Ministry of the Interior, and the Ministry of Economics indicated that the regime put the maintenance of stable, calm trading conditions above the implementation of demands to expel Jews from economic life. Hence, Victor Klemperer interpreted the cancellation of the boycott as a ‘wild turnaround’ and a sign that the regime had capitulated to resistance at home and external pressure. ‘I have the impression of swiftly approaching catastrophe,’ he wrote excitedly. To many Jews it did not seem possible for the conservatives to remain in government with the Nazis or ‘put up with the National Socialist dictatorship much longer’. Edwin Landau and his friends agreed that Hitler would last a year at the most. ‘We believed that the outside world could not tolerate such behaviour in the twentieth century.’70


It was no simple matter for Jews to evaluate the significance of the anti-Jewish measures. Nor was it easier to determine how non-Jews felt. History and previous experience offered little guidance to the unprecedented situation. The Jewish population was familiar with religious antagonism; there was nothing new about prejudice and discrimination. True, the German state had never sanctioned nationwide quotas or sought to restrict Jewish economic activity; but the boycott had lasted only one day, while there were anti-Jewish quotas in other countries where Jewish life continued without detriment. The inconsistent application of the Aryan paragraph gave hope that not all Jews would be excluded from society and the economy. Finally, the behaviour of the president, Hindenburg, provided substantial reassurance.


Out of loyalty and gratitude to the Jews who had served under him in the Great War, Hindenburg responded to protests by the association of Jewish ex-servicemen against the treatment meted out to its members. On 4 April, he wrote to the chancellor that ‘Recently, a whole series of cases has been reported to me in which judges, lawyers, and officials of the Judiciary who are disabled war veterans and whose record in office is flawless have been forcibly sent on leave, and are later to be dismissed for the sole reason that they are of Jewish descent.’ Hindenburg informed Hitler that ‘It is quite intolerable for me personally . . . that Jewish officials who were disabled in the war should suffer such treatment.’ He asked the chancellor to inquire into the matter and find ‘some uniform arrangement’ for all branches of the public service. Unless there was a specific case against them, ‘As far as my own feelings are concerned, officials, judges, teachers and lawyers who are war invalids, fought at the front, are sons of war dead, or themselves lost sons in the war, should remain in their positions.’ He concluded resoundingly, ‘If they were worthy of fighting for Germany and bleeding for Germany, then they must also be considered worthy of continuing to serve the Fatherland in their professions.’ Hitler replied the next day, sniffily pointing out that Jews had been conscripted like other Germans, but promising to accommodate the president’s reservations in forthcoming legislation to ‘remove the solution of these questions from arbitrary action’. The exemptions that Hindenburg specified were embodied in the 7 April legislation, greatly softening the blow. Furthermore, there were still many non-Nazi officials holding posts in ministries and town halls who were willing to interpret the new regulations helpfully and who behaved towards Jews with old-fashioned courtesy.71


When the government revoked the naturalization of Ostjuden who had settled in Germany since November 1918, it reinforced the impression that anti-Jewish measures were targeted rather than aimed universally at all Jews. It was hard to discern the distinction between expressions of a familiar nationalism and the construction of the Volksgemeinschaft on the basis of a racial identity. It took time to grasp that nation and race were now considered coterminous and that the Jews were aliens in Germany despite what their passports said or what their war record demonstrated.


Despite the boomerang effect of the foreign protests, continued overseas pressure began to tell on the regime. This was largely because of the linkage made between Germany’s image abroad and exports. Victor Klemperer, whose position at the university was saved by Hindenburg’s intervention on behalf of Jewish war veterans, even speculated that the reaction against the anti-Jewish measures would bring down the government. ‘The fate of the Hitler movement will undoubtedly be decided by the Jewish business,’ he wrote on 25 April. ‘I do not understand why they have made this point of their programme so central. It will sink them.’72


Continuing foreign protests


Although he was not a diplomat James McDonald was chairman of the Foreign Policy Association and the Germans knew he was well connected, so when he spoke up for the Jews he was taken seriously. A week after the boycott, Hanfstaengl got him an interview with Hitler at which McDonald broached the Jewish issue. A few days later, Messersmith raised the question with Göring, telling him it was damaging Germany in the United States. Hitler got the same message from Sir Horace Rumbold. The British foreign secretary, Sir John Simon, instructed him to inform the chancellor that the ‘oppressive policy’ towards the Jews had cost Germany a great deal of sympathy in Britain. Hitler did not take this well and responded as he had to McDonald, insisting that at a time of national crisis Jews had to suffer like the rest. Rumbold concluded that ‘he is a fanatic on the subject’.73


A second wave of protests underscored the point made by diplomats. On 10 May 1933, 100,000 Jews marched through New York condemning National Socialism and demanding a popular boycott. Similar demonstrations were held in other cities: in Chicago the number was 50,000, in Philadephia it was 20,000, and in Cleveland 10,000. Letters and telegrams poured into the White House appealing for the administration to act. President Roosevelt remained silent, but the Germans noticed a drop-off in trade with the US that they could ill afford. In London the Board of Deputies of British Jews finally convened a protest rally on 27 June 1933. It was addressed by mainly non-Jewish figures, including the Archbishop of Canterbury. The following month East End Jewish organizations, including the left-wing Workers’ Circle, trade unions and Zionist groups operating under the umbrella United Jewish Protest Committee, organized an anti-Nazi rally in Hyde Park. It was attended by 50,000 Jews, many of whom had processed from the East End with banners proclaiming ‘Restore the Rights of Jews in Germany’. In September the boycott was institutionalized under the supervision of the Jewish Representative Council for the Boycott of German Goods and Services. The council, chaired by the industrialist Lord Melchett, embraced dozens of trade unions, friendly societies, synagogues and Zionist groups with an estimated 170,000 members.74


The arrival of William E. Dodd, the new US Ambassador to Germany, was a further, forceful reminder that the persecution of the Jews was noted abroad. Dodd, a historian who had received his doctorate from Leipzig University in 1904, was a life-long Democrat, a devout Baptist, and a dyed-in-the-wool liberal on matters of religious liberty and personal freedom. Roosevelt selected him personally and briefed him in the White House before his departure. According to Dodd’s diary (which may have been embellished by his daughter after his death), the president told him that ‘The German authorities are treating the Jews shamefully and the Jews in this country are greatly excited.’ It was not a governmental matter and the ambassador could not make an official intervention unless the anti-Jewish measures touched a US citizen; but ‘whatever we can do to moderate the general persecution by unofficial and personal influence ought to be done’. Dodd also had a lengthy meeting with American Jewish leaders, including Stephen Wise. He had barely disembarked at Hamburg on 13 July 1933, when a journalist from the Israelitisches Familienblatt asked him if he was going to intercede on behalf of the Jews. Despite a suitably diplomatic reply, the paper carried the story that Dodd had come on a mission to rectify the wrongs done to the Jews. One of his first tasks on entering the US Embassy the next day was to correct the report. But it was true to the spirit of the man if not his official role.75


Dodd raised the mistreatment of Jews at his first meeting with Bernhard von Bülow, undersecretary at the German Foreign Office. Bulow admitted that ‘the hostility of the Jews in the US did much harm’. The following month, Dodd tackled Neurath on the subject. He insisted that ‘You cannot expect world opinion of your conduct to moderate as long as eminent leaders like Hitler and Goebbels announce from platforms, as in Nuremberg, that all Jews must be wiped off the earth.’ According to Dodd, the foreign minister was ‘embarrassed as on one or two previous occasions. He did not promise any reform much as he seemed to lament the facts.’ However, Dodd refrained from embarrassing Hitler when he finally met the chancellor in October. There was hardly any need to; by this time he had gained a reputation in Berlin as a friend of the Jewish people. This did nothing to help them. By reminding the Germans that he cared about the Jews without actually being able to do anything positive, Dodd squandered his authority. More seriously, he added to the impression that Jews controlled the White House.76


The new British Ambassador, Sir Eric Phipps, did not make the same mistake. He barely mentioned the Jews in his exchanges with officials on the Wilhelmstrasse. This did not mean he was unaware of or unconcerned about anti-Semitism. Phipps made a careful study of Mein Kampf and concluded that Hitler was consistent in his attitude towards the Jews. However, he doubted that Hitler would adhere to positions ‘expressed with such incredible violence in a work written in a Bavarian prison ten years ago’. Like Dodd, Phipps was convinced from the moment he met Hitler that the chancellor was intent on rearming Germany and reversing the Versailles Treaty by force of arms if necessary. His chief objective during his years as ambassador in Berlin was to impress on the British Foreign Office the need to contain Hitler.77


Jews in Germany and sympathetic foreign diplomats in Berlin hoped that the conservatives in the cabinet would persuade Hitler to wind down the anti-Jewish campaign. They believed that the economy would supply them with the necessary leverage and therefore pinned their hopes on the non-Nazi minister for economics, Kurt Schmitt, and the president of the Reichsbank, Hjalmar Schacht. They were not entirely disappointed. Schacht had met Jewish leaders when he visited New York in May 1933, shortly after his reappointment to the Reichsbank. At that time he intimated to McDonald his conviction that the persecution of the Jews was ‘a mistake’. When they met again in August, in Berlin, Schacht was less emollient. Nevertheless, in September the Reich Economics Ministry issued instructions to government officials, municipal officers, magistrates and members of the NSDAP to refrain from boycotts of Jewish-owned enterprises or any other interruption to the conduct of business, such as refusal to list Jews as suppliers, denying Jews the right to advertise goods or services, or intimidating customers. Defiance would be treated as ‘offences against the Führer principle’ and constitute ‘economic sabotage’. The instructions were published in the CV-Zeitung on 11 October 1933.78


The insistence that Jews should be allowed to carry on their business was seen as a vital breakthrough and buoyed up hopes that the Jewish population would get by. In fact, the pledge that Jews could carry on business unmolested was more than an economic life-line: it gave them legal traction. When unauthorized actions occurred, especially in small communities, Jews were able to fight back. The Centralverein collated information about breaches of the rules and prodded central government into asserting its prerogative, often to the annoyance of local authorities, Nazi organizations and SA men.79


The primacy accorded to economic growth indicated that the regime was not united with regard to Judenpolitik, that there was tension between the party and the state. It was evident that opinion was divided even within the party, and it was not clear which faction was uppermost at any moment or which would win in the long run. No single minister or department was responsible for dealing with the Jews and there was no single party office with a brief to devise and implement Judenpolitik. In these confused circumstances, the Jews were able to play off one agency against the other; they rallied and bounced back.80


The Jewish leadership realized that individual initiatives were no substitute for a unified front and could even be a liability. In September 1933 a constellation of prominent Jews joined together to form the Reichsvertretung der deutschen Juden (RV, the Reich Representation of German Jews). It was the first centralized, representative body of German Jews including all sections of the community except the pro-Nazi Verband nationaldeutscher Juden (VndJ) and the Orthodox, who did not wish to rub shoulders with reform or liberal Jews and traditionally pursued their own interests in splendid isolation. The RV was intended first and foremost to mediate between the government and the Jewish population. But it also coordinated responses to the problems caused by the anti-Jewish laws and acted as the address for foreign aid. Its Education Committee promoted the development of Jewish schools. Most importantly, it worked with (and subsequently absorbed) the Zentralausschuss für Hilfe und Aufbau (Central Committee for Assistance and Reconstruction, ZAHA). Jews were still eligible for state assistance, but it was parsimonious and constantly squeezed by new regulations. ZAHA provided supplementary relief to Jewish families that were already hard-hit by the Depression. The Advice Service for Economic Assistance gave emergency aid to newly unemployed Jewish workers in the form of grants and loans. In the winter of 1933–4, some 30,000 Jews in Berlin were in receipt of welfare from Jewish sources. For those who gave up on Germany the Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden advised about emigration. The Palestine Office of the RV handled enquiries specifically about the Jewish national home as a destination.81


Needless to say, it took a while for these agencies to get up and running. In the early months the situation was chaotic and precarious. Alexander Szanto, a Hungarian-born but naturalized German Jew, who became chairman of the Economic Assistance Service in Berlin, recalled that ‘thousands of Nazi victims turned to the gemeinde [Jewish community organizations] for help. Its offices were swamped by a flood of confused and desperate people.’ In the first months, ‘people virtually stormed the building from morning to night’. Szanto’s staff did not just provide help to tide over those dismissed from jobs. It was their motto that ‘no position in public, and particularly economic life, should be abandoned without a struggle. This tactic proved successful in numerous cases and saved the livelihood of many coreligionists.’ Where they could not keep a Jew in a job they insisted on a decent redundancy payment that would enable the former employee to set up independently. For the first few years, ‘many Jewish merchants and tradesmen really were prosperous enough to cover their financial obligations alongside the cost of living’. Jewish businesses absorbed a high proportion of the Jewish unemployed, partly thanks to the Jewish Labour Exchange. In Breslau, the career advice office helped 2,300 Jews.82


Jewish children felt the impact of Nazi persecution no less than adults and in some respects even sooner. Around 117,000 attended state schools from primary level to gymnasia. The Law Against the Overcrowding of German Schools made it impossible for many to find places at the start of the 1933 school year while thousands were withdrawn by parents unhappy at the abrasive effect of Nazi rituals and ideological teaching. Existing Jewish schools expanded to absorb the new intake and those moved out of the state system, but since there were hardly enough places a crash programme of school building was set in motion. Many of the new establishments were located in less than ideal premises and often the teachers were hastily retrained academics or men and women sacked from other jobs. But the Jewish schools provided a safe and sympathetic environment, while the educational experts working for the RV produced thoughtful teaching guidelines and curricula adapted to the new circumstances. They attempted to bolster the children’s sense of self-worth by extensively teaching about Judaism and Jewish history. A great deal of time was devoted to Palestine, which was increasingly seen as the most desirable place for young Jews to grow up.83


The promise of a new life in Palestine brought the claims of the Zionist movement to the fore. Previously a marginal element in German Jewish life, Zionism now seemed a lot more interesting and relevant. Membership of the German Zionist Federation (Zionistische Vereinigung für Deutschland, ZvfD) leapt. Young Jews applied in large numbers to go on agricultural training courses, ‘hachshara’, that would qualify them for permits to settle in the Jewish national home. The attractions of Palestine were greatly enhanced in August 1933 when the German Zionist Federation concluded an agreement with the Reich Economics Ministry that enabled Jews moving there to take with them £1,000 in foreign currency and to sell German goods in Palestine to the value of RM50,000 that they had paid for prior to their departure. This unusual arrangement, known as the Ha’avara, or transfer, agreement, had grown out of the Hanotea scheme, devised by a private businessman, Sam Cohen, who imported agricultural machinery and other products from Germany into Palestine. The Economics Ministry and the Reichsbank were happy to cooperate because the scheme boosted exports, broke the boycott of German goods, and assisted the emigration of Jews while minimizing the drain on foreign currency reserves. Indeed, the device was so successful that Cohen was elbowed aside by the Anglo-Palestine Bank, the financial arm of the world Zionist movement. The Bank and the ZvfD, with the assistance of the Warburg banking house, concluded the Ha’avara agreement with the German government to set up trusts in Germany and Palestine to handle, respectively, the purchase and sale of the manufactured items.84


With this agreement in hand, German Zionists took minimal interest in the defence of Jewish rights in the Third Reich. In their eyes, the success of National Socialism vindicated their prognostications about the illusion of emancipation. However, emigration in general was anathema to nationalistic German Jews and Zionism remained a heresy. No matter how vehemently the VndJ or the RjF denounced the rising interest in both, it was symptomatic of economic despair and the crisis of German Jewish identity.85


This predicament was accentuated by the dismissal of Jews from the creative industries. Jews were told that they could not share in or even perform the classics of German drama, opera and music. They were to be confined to ‘Jewish culture’. In April 1933, Kurt Baumann, sacked from his position as an assistant theatre and opera director, realized that the 175,000 Jews in Berlin ought to be able to support theatre, opera and concert performances on their own. He gathered other Jews who had been made unemployed and formed a Jewish cultural association to perform specifically for Jewish audiences. Baumann persuaded Kurt Singer, former director of the Municipal Opera, to lead the venture. The CV agreed to support it, largely to provide work for Jewish artists who had not been able to find work abroad and partly to raise morale. From exile in America a few years later Baumann recalled, ‘For us in those days it was much more important to provide the Jewish public in Germany, which had once stood at the forefront of German cultural life, with a home for as long as possible.’ The CV obtained permission from the authorities and in October 1933, the Kulturbund Deutscher Juden (German Jewish Cultural League, later the Jüdischer Kulturbund, JKB) was launched in Berlin. Baumann was uncertain how the Jewish population would respond to Jewish-only events, but the performances sold out. The Kulturbund rapidly spread to other Jewish centres. Its programmes attracted large audiences, giving work to hundreds of unemployed Jewish artists, performers and musicians. Inevitably, the repertoire fostered a keen sense of Jewish difference. The experience of attending a concert of music by a Jewish composer, performed by a Jewish orchestra with a Jewish conductor, to a Jewish audience was reassuring to some Jews and fortified their sense of identity. To others, it was a deplorable sign that Jews were slipping back into the ghetto.86


After a law was passed annulling contracts between Jewish authors and Aryan publishers, Joseph Roth pleaded with Stefan Zweig to recognize that his career as a German writer was over: ‘Germany is dead. For us it is dead . . . It was a dream. Please see that, won’t you!’ But it was hard to accept the passing of a hard-won and long-cherished identity. Victor Klemperer was scathing about Jews who accepted that they were no longer entitled to think of themselves as Germans. ‘Especially repugnant to us’, he wrote, ‘is the behaviour of some Jews. They are beginning to submit inwardly and to regard the new ghetto situation atavistically as a legal condition which has to be accepted.’87


After nearly a year of life under National Socialism the November 1933 plebiscite to approve Germany’s withdrawal from the League of Nations cruelly forced German Jews to confront their identity. The Nazi Party treated the plebiscite as if there were a genuine contest. Hitler’s speeches were broadcast in public; SA men put up posters and flags exhorting the population to vote. Jews were harassed in the traditional manner. But should the Jews vote and, if so, how? Dr Rudolf Löwenstein in Soest, Westphalia, was representative of many Jews when he wrote to the CV urging it to take a positive stand on the poll. ‘Come what may, we feel that we are bound to our German Fatherland. We feel most painfully all the exclusionary laws that the Reich government has issued against us and that the ruling party enforces with even greater rigour. All of that, however, has to take a backseat in the interest of the nation’s fight against foreign defamation and oppression.’ German Jews resented the humiliations Germany suffered at the hands of the international community just as much as Aryans. So, ‘in this moment we stand with pride, confidence and without qualification behind the leadership of the new German Reich, behind the chancellor Adolf Hitler’. The CV-Zeitung eventually published an article recommending that German Jews vote ‘Yes’ in the plebiscite even though it was in effect an endorsement of the Third Reich. Some Jews, like Willy Rosenfeld, were disgusted. ‘Is it your duty as representatives of German Jewry to support these hateful measures?’ Victor Klemperer voted ‘No’; his wife left her ballot paper blank.88


By the end of 1933, the police reported that Jewish associational activity had picked up strongly and that Jews felt more secure economically. Jewish veterans’ groups were flourishing and so were branches of the Zionist federation. Jewish cultural and sports associations were booming. The police HQ in Nuremberg-Fürth was somewhat startled by the transition from anxiety to confidence, ‘in full awareness of the security they have been guaranteed’. To the indignation of the police, CV agents were amassing evidence of boycotting, newspapers that refused to take advertisements from Jews, the exclusion of Jews from markets, and signage announcing that Jews were not welcome or would not be served. They were optimistic that ‘there will soon be a return to normal conditions’.89


The stabilization of Jewish life was reflected in the steep decline in the number of Jews leaving the country and the rising number of those returning. These fluctuations had a serious effect on foreign perceptions of the refugee crisis. Just as Jewish protests against Nazism peaked early, leaving behind an impression of Jewish power and unity that was increasingly at odds with reality, the effort to assist refugees was intense, frantic and expensive, only to peter out at the point at which it was really needed.


The first refugees


The wave of terror and anti-Jewish violence of spring 1933, followed by the boycott and the sacking of Jewish employees, produced the first great wave of Jewish emigration from the Third Reich. That year, about 37,000 Jews sought temporary refuge or new homes outside Germany. Many of these fugitives were politically active and as fearful of political repression as much as anti-Semitism. A large proportion were young men who had not fought in the Great War and who were made unemployed in the wave of dismissals from the state sector. The majority moved no further than neighbouring countries – France, Netherlands, Austria, Czechoslovakia – in the hope that conditions would soon change, allowing them to return. Approximately 8,900–9,500 Jews entered France, nearly 4,000 went to the Netherlands, about 5,000 crossed into Switzerland, and some 300–400 arrived each month in Britain. They were only one tributary feeding the river of émigrés, numbering 60,000–65,000, that flowed out of the Third Reich, including communists, socialists, artists and intellectuals. To citizens in the receiving countries it was not easy to distinguish fleeing Marxist intellectuals like Berthold Brecht from sacked Jewish doctors; consequently, the number of Jews seemed larger than it really was. Although the volume of emigrants fell to 23,000 in 1934 and hundreds returned (1,200–1,500 from the Netherlands alone), the initial impact had severe consequences.90


Few had sufficient resources to live independently and most had to look for work in countries already burdened with high unemployment. Initially, the refugees were greeted with sympathy. The newspapers were full of atrocity stories and many of the émigrés were distinguished figures from the arts and sciences who had been dismissed from university posts or purged from the cultural scene. Jewish communities outside Germany rallied to their aid. In France the Jewish community pledged to the government that it would not allow the new arrivals to become a burden on the public purse. Although this had no effect on the administration of the immigration rules, the French government signalled that it would uphold traditions of asylum and made it relatively easy for German Jews to obtain entry visas or cross the border pleading sanctuary. France had long welcomed foreign workers to bolster its depleted population and anti-German feeling made the refugees’ cause temporarily popular. It did not take long for the mood to change.91


Foreign workers were less needed when unemployment was climbing. Professional groups, such as doctors and dentists, lobbied hard to exclude German competitors. French consuls warned the Foreign Ministry of a danger that France would be flooded with communists and disreputable elements fleeing Nazi justice. In December 1933, Senator Henry Bérenger, chairman of the foreign affairs committee of the Senate, announced that France would act as ‘a way station for refugees, but not as a dumping ground’. The new year saw a tightening of immigration controls: now applicants would have to obtain visas and, once in France, would only be allowed to work if they had a work permit. The French police were ordered to hunt down illegal immigrants and deport them. Over 1934–5, the spectacle of police raiding bars and cafes frequented by foreigners or entering workshops demanding to see employment papers became a common sight. It became official French policy to prevent foreigners from settling in France and to encourage the emigration of those already arrived.92


As hostility to the inundation mounted along with the cost of supporting the newcomers, the French Jews became less accommodating. HICEM, the Paris-based aid organization that brought together the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society of New York with the Jewish Colonisation Association, actually started assisting the repatriation of German Jews. The Zentralausschuss für Hilfe und Aufbau in Berlin warned that Jews should not leave unless they had arranged a means of subsistence.93


The reaction was felt most strongly in France, which bore the brunt of the initial wave. Just as the anti-German boycott movement divided American and British Jews, the treatment of refugees became a bone of contention between different sections of the French Jewish population. Jacques Helbronner, a vice president of the Consistoire, the central representative body of the French Jews, lobbied against unrestricted entry. Despite being a member of the executive of the National Committee to Aid German Refugees, he hated Germans and believed that as a French Jew he could best demonstrate his patriotism by casting aspersions on his German co-religionists. Helbronner was abetted by Robert de Rothschild, a key figure in fund-raising efforts who also chaired the National Committee to assist refugees, and Louis Oungre, the director of the Jewish Colonisation Association, which historically played a leading role in helping Jewish refugees settle in new lands. Raymond-Raoul Lambert, a war veteran and former civil servant, championed the refugees within the national committee, but made little headway. Polish Jews in France who were usually sensitive to immigration issues failed to mobilize on behalf of German Jews, who, they recalled, had been so snobbish towards Ostjuden. Lambert was even unable to prevent the committee that supposedly existed to succour refugees closing a makeshift camp in a disused army barracks at the Porte d’Orleans.94


The situation of most German and German Jewish refugees in France was miserable. Unable to work legally, they lived off whatever cash they had been able to bring with them, until it ran out. Some 2,000, mainly Polish or stateless Jews, ended up living in the old barracks donated by the French authorities. Conditions were rudimentary and the food was poor. James McDonald, who visited the site, described them as ‘pitiful’. In mid-1933, nearly 6,000 Jews relied on payments from the Jewish community, which were costing it $225,000 per month. If the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (AJJDC), the main American Jewish overseas aid organization, had not come to its rescue, the French committee would have gone broke.95


Joseph Roth had always lived out of a suitcase. However, his Austrian nationality and modest fame gave him a degree of security that the refugees lacked. In 1935 he joined the Paris Hilfskomitee, which doled out aid to German exiles. In a letter to Stefan Zweig he described their miserable existence: ‘valuable people, queuing every day for a work card, a piece of paper, a free meal, a paltry sum to appease the hotelkeeper – only for a short time’.96


Conditions in Britain were much better, thanks in part to the unified efforts of the Jewish community, and in part to the stringent restrictions on the number of Jews admitted permanently. On 5 April 1933, the British home secretary, Sir John Gilmour, met a delegation from the Anglo-Jewish community who asked for the lifting of immigration controls to enable Jews seeking escape from Germany to find refuge quickly. The delegation promised that the community would use its own resources to guarantee that German Jews who reached the UK would not become a burden on the public purse. When the cabinet met the following day it discussed the danger of a mass influx and set up a special committee to consider the options. The Cabinet Committee on Refugees met once and resolved that controls on the entry of aliens would not be changed. The only concession it made was to relax the rules in the case of distinguished individuals seeking asylum. It did however accept the pledge by the Jewish community to guarantee that Jewish immigrants from Germany would be financially supported. This arrangement placed the onus of screening potential refugees on the Jewish Refugees Committee (later renamed the German Jewish Aid Committee, which sounded less alarming) and restricted the number that could be helped according to the funds at their disposal.97


Around the same time, President Roosevelt proposed relaxing visa controls on Jews hoping to emigrate to the USA. The suggestion was promptly squashed by the State Department, which pointed to high levels of domestic unemployment, and Congressional hostility to any amendment of the immigration rules. Although the quota for immigrants from Germany was 25,557, only 1,919 Germans arrived in 1933, mostly Jews. In early September 1933, Wilbur J. Carr, director of the Consular Service, transmitted instructions to US consuls in Germany stating that no preference was to be given to Jews who applied for an entry visa: ‘the admission of such aliens into the United States is governed by the existing laws in the same manner as in the case of aliens of other classes’. Carr stipulated that the word ‘refugee’ was not to be used lest it be construed as interference in the internal affairs of another country.98


Jews in the United States hoped that the League of Nations could alleviate the plight of the refugees. Partly at the suggestion of New York Jews, in September 1933 James McDonald travelled to Europe to collect information for the Foreign Policy Association and lobby the League to extend assistance to Jewish refugees through the establishment of a High Commission for Refugees. While he was in Europe he met Jewish leaders to canvass support for the idea. He found their attitude disappointing. Few saw any need for a concerted international effort and fewer still were prepared to donate significant sums to fund it. The British Jewish leaders, he reported to Felix Warburg, were ‘not yet . . . willing to face the realities of the situation’. In Paris, Robert de Rothschild told him that ‘even French Jews think of the German refugee Jews as Germans rather than Jews, as Boches, former hated enemies and possible enemies of the future . . . the French Jews are French first and Jews second’. McDonald also encountered the bitter divisions between Zionists and non-Zionists. Chaim Weizmann, president of the World Zionist Organization, mocked the ‘well to do Jews in the West [who] completely failed to sense the realities of the situation’. He disparaged the German Jewish leadership as ‘the worst form of assimilationists, as persons who cringed and whimpered when the test came’. Weizmann condemned spending money to maintain Jews in Germany or European countries of refuge. He insisted that there could be only one permanent solution to the Jewish refugee problem: Palestine. Neville Laski, president of the Board of Deputies and a non-Zionist, sneered that ‘Weizmann [who was born in Russia] was not really an Englishman.’99


McDonald was successful in persuading the member states of the League to establish a High Commission for Refugees, but it was gravely weakened by German insistence that the office should be semi-detached from the League and work only with refugees outside Germany. It was not to receive any League funding. Nevertheless, leading American Jews, including Felix Warburg, Samuel Untermyer and Stephen Wise, thought it was worth running with the scheme and proposed that McDonald should become the first High Commissioner. In November 1933 he travelled to Geneva to accept the post. He soon discovered he had been handed a poisoned chalice. British cooperation was vital, but the Foreign Office, which was responsible for maintaining tranquillity between Jews and Arabs in Palestine, insisted on playing down the role of Palestine in any solution to the refugee crisis lest an influx of Jews trigger Arab unrest. Because the new organization would be separate from the League, McDonald had to set up a governing body and advisory council that would give it international standing. This made it prey to the whim of governments who appointed representatives guaranteed not to accept any burden on their own country. The French cynically placed Senator Bérenger on the governing body and arranged the secondment of Jacques Helbronner to the advisory council. Because it had no budget from the League, McDonald had to raise money, which placed him at the mercy of the refugee aid organizations, each of which had its own agenda, and wealthy members of various Jewish communities. He found himself sucked into Jewish communal politics and personal feuds, while his efforts to meet with the German government were consistently rebuffed. Modest proposals to provide emigrating Jews with simple documentation were waved aside by junior Foreign Ministry officials. McDonald could not get near Schacht to ask for a relaxation of the foreign currency controls that prevented Jews leaving with more than a small proportion of their wealth. But his greatest frustration was the inability of Jewish organizations and personalities to agree on a plan of action or provide sufficient funds even to run his office. After a stormy meeting of the High Commission’s governing body in December 1933, McDonald raged to his diary, ‘I almost feel as if I wished each half of the Jews would destroy the other half. They are impossible.’100


At the start of 1934, J. P. Moffat, at the State Department, noted in his journal that ‘McDonald, the High Commissioner, has had immense difficulty in steering a course between the rival Jewish factions . . . has not succeeded in making contact with the German Government either on the question of travel documents or the question of Jewish property in Germany.’ Indeed, McDonald spent more time with President Roosevelt than with the president of the Reichsbank. Not that this did much good either. Roosevelt took a strong interest in McDonald’s work and welcomed the High Commissioner at the White House whenever he was back in the United States; but when McDonald requested modest funding for his office, Roosevelt was unable to get the State Department to make a grant of just $10,000. McDonald was under no illusions about the increasing futility of his work. When the governing body of the High Commission met there was no consensus on where Jewish refugees could be settled or how they could be helped. The bodies represented on the advisory council disagreed over whether to fund schemes in Germany for the vocational retraining of potential émigrés and quarrelled over whether to use funds to maintain Jews where they were or move them on. McDonald’s grand plan for a corporation to negotiate with the German government to liquidate the entire refugee problem in one go, using funds from world Jewry and the proceeds from selling Jewish assets in Germany, was regarded as wildly overambitious by some and by others as a reckless invitation to the Nazis to expel the German Jews. Like many potential emigrants, it got nowhere.101




PART TWO


JUDENPOLITIK


1934–1938




‘No end in sight’


A year after Hitler was appointed as chancellor, Victor Klemperer wondered, ‘Has Germany really become so completely and fundamentally different, has its soul changed so completely that this will endure?’ He was not alone in questioning whether Hitler would last. Joseph Roth advised Stefan Zweig that ‘Hitler’s situation was never so bad as now. The foreign powers are watching him like a hawk, and he’s almost lost his only friend, which is Italy.’ Leopold Schwarzschild concurred that the regime was surrounded by discontent on all sides although ‘the bayonet and systematic terror [are] an excellent basis . . . for remaining in power for a long while’.1


The many Jews who doubted the viability of the regime were not engaging in wishful thinking. Their estimations were based on everyday experience and the intelligence they were able to gather about domestic politics, the economy, and international relations. Similar prognoses also abounded within the diplomatic community.


Sir Eric Phipps considered that Hitler faced ‘real difficulties with his own extremists, with the Catholic and Protestant Churches, with the economic and financial situation’. There was tension between radicals in the National Socialist movement, notably the SA, who wanted to resuscitate the ‘national revolution’, and the government. The army was particularly alarmed by SA pretensions to supplant the military. Within the government, ministers were at loggerheads over security and economic policy. Göring and Himmler were jousting for control of the police. Robert Ley, head of the Deutsche Arbeitsfront (DAF, the German Labour Front), was contesting control of the economy with Hjalmar Schacht and the ailing Kurt Schmitt. The regime’s patronage of a Nazi Christian movement, not to mention anti-religious pronouncements by Walther Daré and Alfred Rosenberg, had generated conflict with the Church. Meddling in the affairs of Austria had alienated the government in Vienna, annoyed Mussolini, and incurred international disapproval. The continued weakness of the economy posed the most serious challenge to the regime. Despite investment in public works schemes unemployment stubbornly hovered around the three million mark. Those in work saw their purchasing power continue to fall and there were periodic shortages of staple foods. Poor exports led to a chronic balance of trade deficit and a foreign currency crisis. This meant that by late summer it was not possible to make up for a bad harvest with imports.2


Ambassador Dodd reported to Washington that ‘Evidences of dissatisfaction continue to reach me from various quarters.’ Ferdinand von Bredow, who had served in Schleicher’s cabinet, told Bella Fromm that ‘at Wilhelmstrasse they are hopeful for the speedy finish of the National Socialist government. The bosses of the party are continually knifing each other. When that has gone far enough, they think, the whole structure will topple.’ When Goebbels launched a campaign against ‘grumblers’, Klemperer reckoned it was a tacit admission of antigovernment feeling. He commented witheringly, ‘There is desperation behind the whole speech, a last attempt at a diversion . . . The whole system is on its last legs.’3


The crisis came to a head in mid-June when the vice-chancellor, Papen, gave an address at Marburg University in which he criticized the national revolution. Having finally woken up to Hitler’s totalizing ambitions, Papen was attempting to rally the conservatives and all those who resented or feared the hegemony of the NSDAP. Dodd excitedly reported that after the speech Papen was ‘mobbed’. Although this belated turnaround was not connected with the simmering conflict that ranged the army and the state against the SA, Hitler and his inner circle resolved to settle matters with both the SA and the vice-chancellor at the same time.4


On 30 June 1934, the police and SS acting under the personal direction of Hitler, Göring and Himmler moved against the SA. Ernst Röhm was arrested on the pretext that he was planning a coup and shot a few days later in a Munich prison cell. Dozens of other SA leaders were executed or imprisoned. Hitler’s erstwhile rival for leadership of the Nazi movement, Gregor Strasser, was assassinated. In Berlin, SS men gunned down Kurt von Schleicher (and his wife) at his home and killed Edgar Junge, who had written Papen’s Marburg speech. Other conservatives, including several Catholic activists, against whom the Nazis harboured a grudge were murdered. Subsequently Hitler addressed the Reichstag and in a stunning gesture took personal responsibility for the massacre that became known as the ‘Night of the Long Knives’.5


International opinion was shocked as much by the admission as by the bloodletting. To Phipps the events confirmed his conviction that Hitler was ‘unbalanced’ and surrounded by dangerous men; it was a ‘mad regime’. All the same, he shrewdly divined that Hitler must have felt confident to ‘dismiss some of President von Hindenburg’s old comrades in arms in this offhand fashion’. Dodd wondered if he ought to resign the ambassadorship. He was convinced he could never achieve anything while Hitler, Göring and Goebbels were in power and refused to attend the Reichstag session to hear Hitler justify himself. ‘I have a sense of horror when I look at the man,’ he told Phipps. Like many Jewish onlookers, Joseph Roth predicted some months later that ‘Hitler won’t last more than another year and a half.’6


As it turned out, the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ strengthened Hitler and helped to entrench the police state. The army now felt indebted to Hitler for neutralizing the threat posed by the SA, while the public was relieved that a source of disorder had been eliminated. In preparation for the strike Göring placed Heinrich Himmler in charge of the Prussian political police, effectively giving him control of the Gestapo throughout Germany. Himmler, who was just thirty-four years old, was the son of a teacher who became a tutor to the Bavarian royal family. His family were strict Catholics and utterly respectable. He was just old enough to serve in the army in the First World War, but did not see action. While studying agronomy at university after the war he began to move in right-wing, völkisch circles and from notes he kept it is possible to see how (like Goebbels) he adopted an anti-Semitic world view from a purely cerebral standpoint. He was involved in the 1923 putsch as a member of a right-wing militia allied to the Nazis and joined the NSDAP soon afterwards. Initially he worked for Gregor Strasser, but in 1926 Hitler chose him to run the party’s national propaganda operation. For two years he was deputy head of Hitler’s paramilitary escort, the Schutzstaffel or SS, a role he combined with running a poultry farm. In January 1929 he was promoted to Reichsführer of the SS, at which time it was still a small and relatively unimportant organization with about 1,400 members. But Himmler was a workaholic with a genius for organization and a vision of what he wanted the SS to become. Within three years he had built it into an elite formation of 10,000 men selected for their ideological commitment to National Socialism and conformity to his ideal of ‘Aryan’ manhood. He was also a skilled political operator and soon withdrew the SS from subservience to the SA, establishing it as a virtually autonomous fiefdom. By the time of the showdown with the SA, he had expanded the SS to 100,000 and it was rewarded with independent status. Thanks to the roles he now held in the police, Himmler could set about making the SS the core of the Nazi police state. Himmler appointed Reinhard Heydrich, head of the Gestapo in Bavaria, to run the Berlin head office. Since Heydrich was also head of the Sicherheitsdienst (SD), the security service of the SS, this represented a decisive aggregation of power for both the SS and the SD.7


Luck also came to Hitler’s aid. A month after the purge, President Hindenburg died. Without waiting for any constitutional sanction Hitler combined the chancellorship with the functions of head of state. All members of the army were immediately required to swear an oath of allegiance to the Führer. Hitler’s assumption of the presidency was later given popular sanction by a plebiscite and retrospectively authorized by a law passed through the Reichstag. As Klemperer noted, it was a ‘complete coup d’état’. Phipps reported to London, that ‘no change of regime here must be expected for some time to come’. The people might face a hard winter, but the Nazis were firmly in the saddle. Moreover, ‘large numbers of Germans regard Hitler with a species of mystic adoration’. Dodd could only take comfort from expressions of discontent amongst ‘the more thinking classes’. Klemperer now reflected miserably, ‘there is no end in sight’.8


Until then German Jews could see how deeply the regime was preoccupied with its own entrails. They noted a dramatic falling off of anti-Jewish activity, at least at the summit of the state and the party. Between December 1933 and mid-1935, there was no major legislation on Jewish matters. Whereas in 1933 Berlin Jews had to cope with eighty ordinances, the number fell to fifteen in 1934 and just two for the first six months of 1935. Hitler made hardly any public reference to the ‘Jewish question’ over this period. Goebbels occasionally related the parlous state of Germany’s exports to the Jewish boycott, but he did not engineer a sustained campaign in the Nazi-controlled media. Only Streicher’s Der Stürmer maintained a barrage of anti-Semitic propaganda. The issue on 1 May 1934 was particularly striking because it disseminated the medieval myth that Jews were responsible for the murder of Christian children to use their blood for religious rituals. However, while Streicher’s incitement led to spikes in local violence there was no concerted, nationwide action. The ‘cold pogrom’ against the Jews was sustained by party members on their own initiative and to their bewilderment these activists often found themselves in conflict with the state authorities.9


Historians have consequently treated 1934 as a ‘relatively quiet year’ or a ‘brief respite’ in which Jews had the ‘illusion’ of stability. The reality was more complex, as Jews at the time appreciated. There was no uniform policy emanating from Berlin and no uniform picture across the country. Individual, unauthorized actions continued, although they frequently incurred censure from central government. The Jews seized on these inconsistencies and used them to their advantage. Meanwhile, Nazi activists were perplexed and increasingly resentful. The rest of the population, when they took notice, were bemused at the sometimes ludicrous contradictions. This shambles was the matrix for subsequent policy initiatives. Having allowed hurriedly conceived, partially thought-out policies to create a situation that satisfied no one and caused much restlessness amongst loyal party comrades, the Nazi leadership had to figure a way out. This was becoming a familiar pattern.10


Hjalmar Schacht and Judenpolitik


At the start of the year, the Reich Interior Ministry issued a decree forbidding unauthorized interference with Jewish businesses. The directive gave teeth to previous instructions intended to prevent boycotting or blacklisting. However, Kurt Schmitt was hardly a forceful personality and was increasingly enfeebled by ill health. When Schacht replaced him as acting minister for economics in July 1934, the protection of the economy gained a more powerful champion. Not that Schacht needed to work hard on Hitler; the foreign currency crisis was ample cause to demand that the party rein in the elements continuing to hinder Jews from going about their business. In the latter half of the year he again called on Frick and Göring, who controlled the police, to ensure that Jews were not molested.11


Schacht’s appointment gave a fillip to the Jews who regarded him as their most plausible defender in the government. He had been a founder member of the Deutsche Demokratische Partei in 1919 alongside the Jewish politicians Walther Rathenau and Hugo Preuss, Albert Einstein, and the publisher Rudolf Mosse. During the 1920s, the DDP attracted over half of the Jewish vote in Reichstag elections. Even though Schacht had travelled to the right over the intervening years it was hard to believe that he could have abnegated his principles entirely. Unfortunately, the DDP was always in thrall to nationalism and its intellectual inspiration came from Friedrich Naumann, who championed a form of ‘völkisch liberalism’. By 1930, the party was ideologically hollowed out. To survive as an electoral force it allied with the anti-Semitic Jungdeutsche Orden to form the Deutsche Staatspartei. This new party avoided any expression of support for the Jews. Thus by the time he entered Hitler’s coalition, Schacht was a liberal and a democrat in memory only. He never fought for Jewish rights as such and never sought to frustrate Nazi policy on the Jews. He did nothing to stop the dismissals of Jews from their jobs in April 1933 and unhesitatingly implemented the Aryan paragraph in the Reichsbank. Nor was he averse to the transfer of Jewish enterprises into Aryan hands; he just wanted it to be conducted in a businesslike fashion. Even so, his insistence on the priority of economic goals, his sensitivity to Anglo-Saxon opinion, and his aversion to disorder, acted as a significant counterweight to the ideologues within the regime.12
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1. Central Europe, September 1940
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2. The Limit of German
Occupation of Europe,
December 1941
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