
Kristallnacht
Introduction: Germany in the 1930s
“Kristallnacht” is a German word meaning “The Night of Broken
Glass.” What do you think of when you envision broken glass?
Danger? Need for caution? Destruction? Fear? Those are some of the
emotions and experiences encountered by the Jews of Germany on
November 9, 1938, when their already precarious situation got
much worse. This Instant Lesson will discuss the events leading up
to Kristallnacht, as well as the impact that event had on the victims
and survivors of the Holocaust. 

By 1938, German Jews had already faced Nazi
persecution for five years. They were forced to
wear yellow stars marked “Jude” (Jew) on their
clothing; they were denied citizenship: and many
were fired from their jobs. The leaders of their
country attacked them as “parasites” and “sub-
human,” and they had to fear violence on the
streets from a growing number of antisemitic
neighbors.

Faced with such vicious attacks, a growing num-
ber of German Jews began to leave the country.
Many went to other parts of Europe, such as
France or England—and others went further, to
Palestine or North America. Still, as more and
more Jews tried to leave Germany, fewer and
fewer countries were prepared to accept them.
Indeed, at a meeting called the Evian Conference
in the summer of 1938, representatives from thir-
ty-two countries met to discuss this crisis, but
none of them was willing to take serious steps to
bring Jewish refugees into his country.

Some Jews had an easier time emigrating than
others. Famous scientists such as Sigmund Freud
and Albert Einstein were welcomed by Western
countries. The Jewish community of Palestine set
up a “Youth Aliyah” to encourage young Jews,
especially from Germany, to move to Eretz Yisrael
(the Land of Israel) even without their parents.
But for many Jews who wanted to leave Germany,
finding a place that would accept them was very
difficult.
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Why do you think countries were so reluctant
to allow Jews to immigrate during the

Holocaust? Hint: One answer may lie in other
trends in world history during the 1930s.

How easy is it to find refuge in North America
today, especially if you come from a place that

is dangerous?
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Kristallnacht
Kristallnacht was actually sparked by a Jewish assassin. In October, 1938, the
Nazis expelled all Polish Jews living in Germany. However, Poland refused to
let these Jews back in, and thousands of them were left in limbo, with no
country that would accept them. In their despair, one such Jewish couple
(the Grynszpans) wrote to their son Herschel, who was then living in Paris.
Furious, seventeen-year-old Herschel wanted revenge—and he murdered a
minor official at the German embassy in Paris.

For the Nazis, this murder was just the excuse they had been looking for to
instigate a pogrom (a state-sponsored attack) on the Jews of Germany.

The head of the Gestapo (the German secret state police) sent a telegram to
all police agencies informing them that attacks on Jews and their synagogues
were about to take place, but that rather than stopping the attacks and
arresting the vandals, they should arrest the victims. Fire departments were
alerted to put out no fire that didn’t directly threaten an “Aryan” building.

Jewish synagogues were hit the hardest. Almost four hundred synagogues
were set on fire, at least half of which burned to the ground. The contents of
these synagogues—prayerbooks, ritual objects, and Torah scrolls—were
burned in bonfires in the streets. Thousands of Jewish businesses were
attacked and looted, and the broken glass from Jewish shops littered the
streets and gave Kristallnacht its name. Jews throughout the country were
savagely beaten in the streets, and nearly a hundred died.

The Jewish community itself was blamed for all the destruction and was
ordered to pay a billion marks (close to $400 million) to pay for the damage.
Furthermore, much of the leadership of the Jewish community was arrested.
More than 30,000 Jewish men were sent to concentration camps such as
Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald. In these camps the prisoners were
subjected to forced labor and dreadful conditions. Most were later released
and came home with horrifying descriptions of what they experienced. The
Nazis soon took further steps to persecute the Jews, such as kicking them
out of schools and confiscating the remaining Jewish businesses.

Why all this violence all of a sudden? Surely it wasn’t the death of a single
German diplomat in Paris. Rather, the Nazis were interested in making
Germany Judenrein (Jew-free) as soon as possible. Kristallnacht was a mas-
sive act of terrorism, a coordinated campaign to convince the Jews of the
German Reich (empire) that if they didn’t leave they were in very grave dan-
ger. Indeed, most of the Jews who were sent to the camps after Kristallnacht
were only released if they agreed to leave the country, give their businesses to
non-Jews, or both.

While Kristallnacht was the first massive pogrom against the Jews on
German soil, it was also the last. The Nazis received many complaints by the
general German population about the night of broken glass—not that they
were defending the Jews, but rather that fires and broken glass were messy

“Weizmann
foresaw the

extermination of
millions of his

fellow Jews and
the persecution

and displacement
of other millions.
Only in Palestine

did he foresee a
secure haven. 

‘If before I die,’ he
said, ‘there are

half a million
Jews in Palestine,
I shall be content

because I shall
know that this

“saving remnant”
will survive.’”
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and unsightly. From
that point on, all large-
scale attacks on Jews
took place out of sight
of the German popu-
lace—in the countryside,
for example, or in
Poland.

Jewish
Reactions
After Kristallnacht,
Jewish life in Germany
was clearly endangered.

The worsening persecu-
tion was particularly
difficult for the many
German Jews who felt
they were German
first—including some
who were Christian in their belief systems even though the law regarded
them as Jews “racially.” Jews who had fought heroically on Germany’s behalf
in World War I, who loved German culture and knew no language but
German, suddenly had to fear for their very lives in the nation they cher-
ished. It’s understandable, then, that dozens of German Jews committed sui-
cide during the 1930s.

Many more, however, intensified their efforts to find a place of refuge outside
the country—including some surprising destinations. Hundreds of Jews
found refuge in Shanghai, China, which had liberal immigration policies in
the 1930s. Eighty thousand Jews went to Latin American countries like Costa
Rica and Argentina, and more than 100,000 came to the United States.

Still, lots of doors were closed to Jewish refugees. Their situation can be illus-
trated by the plight of the ship St. Louis, whose tragic voyage in May, 1939,
became a symbol for the dangers facing German Jews. The ship left Germany
carrying 930 Jewish passengers with permission to enter Cuba. However,
when they reached Havana the Cuban government refused to allow the Jews
to leave the ship. Other countries in the Americas—such as Chile, Paraguay,
and the United States—also refused to accept the Jewish refugees, and the
ship turned around and headed back for Europe, where the refugees were
accepted by countries such as England, France, Belgium, and Holland.
However, within a few years all of those countries but England were taken
over by the Nazis, and all but a few hundred of the passengers on the St.
Louis died in the Holocaust. 

NOVEMBER 17, 1938-KRISTALLNACHT:
BERLIN, GERMANY: FROM THE MOST PALA-
TIAL DEPARTMENT STORES TO THE MOST

HUMBLE ONE-MAN BUSINESS PLACE, NO

JEWISH PROPERTY ESCAPED THE RAGE OF

NAZI MOBS THAT PARTICIPATED IN THE

WORST ORGY OF ANTI-SEMITISM IN MOD-
ERN HISTORY LAST WEEK IN BERLIN AND

OTHER GERMAN KEY CITIES. THIS HUMBLE

CAFE SHARED THE FATE OF OTHER JEWISH

STORES WHILE ORGANIZED LAW TOOK A

HOLIDAY. CORBIS/BETTMAN

PAGE ONE: A MAN CLEARS AWAY THE BRO-
KEN GLASS FROM THE JEWISH KALISKI

BEDDING ESTABLISHMENT. THE PREVIOUS

NIGHT, KNOWN AS KRISTALLNACHT, A
GERMAN MOB MURDERED JEWISH PEOPLE

AND DESTROYED THEIR PROPERTY, IN
RETALIATION FOR THE MURDER OF

GERMAN DIPLOMAT HERR VOM RATH, BY

A YOUNG POLISH JEW. CORBIS/BETTMANSSaamm
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For Zionists, of course, the best solution to the refugee problem was to support Jewish immigration to
British-controlled Palestine, whether legally or illegally. Thousands of Jews entered Eretz Yisrael in the
1930s in what became known as the Fifth Aliyah. A British official recalled a conversation with the lead-
ing British Zionist Chaim Weizmann, who later became the first president of the State of Israel:

“He foresaw the extermination of millions of his fellow Jews and the persecution and displacement of
other millions. Only in Palestine did he foresee a secure haven. ‘If before I die,’ he said, ‘there are half a
million Jews in Palestine, I shall be content because I shall know that this “saving remnant” will survive.’”

In the 1930s about half the Jews of Germany left the country, leaving behind 300,000 Jews who were
either unable or unwilling to emigrate. Of those, most were murdered by the Nazis during the Holocaust.

Activity
Imagine you are each of the following individual Jews in Germany in December, 1938. How do you think
you would react to the events of the previous month? Would you leave Germany? If you’d stay, how
would your life change? 

Dr. Gerhard Schwartz. You are one of Germany’s leading physicists. Your research has been
widely published, and you are credited with helping science better understand the struc-
ture of the atom. Some have predicted that you have the knowledge and ability to help
invent “atomic” weapons more powerful than any others in the history of the world.

Shortly after Hitler’s rise to power you were fired from your position as a professor at the
University of Frankfurt, but you have continued to research and advise other scientists. You

have a wife and two sons, ages seventeen and fourteen.

Ilsa Weiss. You are an eighteen-year-old woman whose father has been sent to Dachau fol-
lowing Kristallnacht. You are a member of a Zionist youth group but remember fondly your
many non-Jewish friends from your days as a schoolgirl in Hamburg before Hitler took

over. With your father away, your mother has found it difficult to pay all her bills in order
to care for you and your two younger brothers.

Rabbi Abraham Eisenberg. Spiritual leader of Munich’s largest Reform temple, you are well
loved by your community for your ability to teach Jewish ideals and values. During
Kristallnacht your synagogue was looted and its Torahs and other holy books burned in

the streets. It has been a stressful month for you, as members of you congregation and
many other Jews have turned to you for guidance in their despair. You are a widower,

and your three children are all grown and have families of their own.

Hans Rosen. You own the largest grocery store in a small town forty-five miles outside
Berlin. Since the Nazis took over, your sales have dropped by 75 percent—and that’s before
more than half your goods were looted during Kristallnacht. Many of your best customers
won’t come near your store anymore, but a “friendly” German has offered to buy your
store from you for less than a tenth of what you think it’s worth. Your wife of ten years is

not Jewish, and her family is pressuring her to leave you.
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