
Auschwitz

Introduction: 
Arriving at Auschwitz
Auschwitz-Birkenau was the largest
and most deadly of the six death
camps in Poland operated by the
Nazis during the Holocaust.
Between 1942 and 1944 more than
a million Jews were murdered at this death camp complex, includ-
ing the gruesome concentration camp Auschwitz and the
immense extermination camp Birkenau. Several slave labor camps
were also connected to Auschwitz-Birkenau.

Jews from Poland, Germany, Hungary, and other parts of Europe
were sent in tightly packed cattle cars on trains to Auschwitz. Those
who arrived at the concentration camp Auschwitz were greeted with
a strange metal sign-sculpture that read “Arbeit Macht Frei”—“Work
Makes Free.” This sign was one of the many lies the Nazis used to
convince the Jews and others that they were only being used for
their labor and not being prepared for extermination.

As the Holocaust wore on, many of the trainloads of Jews never
even stopped at the Auschwitz concentration camp. Instead, the
train entered the death camp Birkenau, and as the Jews who sur-
vived the journey exited the trains, a Nazi doctor would divide
them into two groups. Healthy, young-looking men and women
were sent to the left, to the group that would be put to work.
Children, the elderly, sick people, and disabled people were sent
to the right, to the group that would be put to death.

This Instant Lesson will describe the sad and scary experiences of
the Jews in each group.
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“I tried to make
myself as
inconspicuous as
possible, not too
erect, yet not
slouching; not too
smart, yet not sloppy;
not too proud, yet
not too servile, for I
knew that those who
were different died in
Auschwitz, while the
anonymous, the
faceless ones,
survived.”

ENTRANCE TO THE GERMAN CONCENTRATION CAMP OF AUSCHWITZ-BIRKENAU IN POLAND.  CORBIS/BETTMAN
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Living in Auschwitz
Dehumanized. The Nazis had an ideology, or belief system, that considered
Jews to be subhuman. Therefore, the Jews who were put to work in
Auschwitz were not treated with any dignity. The Nazis shaved the heads of
each prisoner, tattooed a number on his or her arm, and forced him or her to
wear a striped prisoner’s uniform, often the wrong size, that was much too
thin for the cold Polish winter. Their own clothing and valuables were stolen
from them and used to finance the German war effort.

Slave Labor. Jewish prisoners at Auschwitz-Birkenau were literally slaves.
Some of them were forced to work in the camp itself, building barracks and
paving roads. Others were hired out to German manufacturers, often compa-
nies making supplies for the war. Despite being starved, ill, and weak the
Jews were expected to perform heavy industrial tasks—and when they
inevitably fell short, prisoners were beaten and shot.

Struggle to Survive. Every day in Auschwitz was a fierce struggle to survive.
The living conditions were so dreadful that many Jews died of starvation,
malnutrition, and disease. The Jews were served food that was barely edible.
One Auschwitz survivor recalled, “The containers were dirty and smelly...We
didn’t care. It was warm and it was food, even if there were pieces of wood,
potato peeling and unrecognizable substances swimming in it...Ten miserable
mouthfuls and it was over. We were hungrier than before.”

To endure such misery, many prisoners found comfort in helping one anoth-
er, trading for rations and goods in an underground “black market” and
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maintaining their hope that they could survive. Jewish religious life persisted
in the camps, even though the Nazis had no patience for Jewish prayers or
rituals. Prayerbooks were smuggled into Auschwitz, and rabbis continued
their roles as sources of spiritual and legal wisdom even inside the camps.
Although keeping kosher or observing festivals such as Sukkot was nearly
impossible in a death camp, many religious Jews did the best they could to
remain faithful to their God and their traditions.

Experiments. Perhaps the most gruesome aspect of life in Auschwitz was the
fact that some prisoners were subjected to horrific medical experiments.
Many of the experiments were designed to find the most efficient way to ster-
ilize people—so the Nazis could continue to wipe out “inferior races” and
even Aryans like them who were nonetheless “undesirable” because of some
handicap. Women were injected with chemicals, men had their testicles
amputated, and many prisoners were given high doses of radiation. The Nazi
in charge of many of the experiments was Dr. Josef Mengele, who had a par-
ticular fascination with twins. Most
twins who arrived at Auschwitz were
sent to Dr. Mengele who would exper-
iment on them by trying different poi-
sons or tortures on each, and compar-
ing the reactions.

Selections. Being selected to work
upon arrival in the camp was far from
a guarantee of survival, however. In
addition to the deaths of workers by
disease, beatings, shootings, and sui-
cide, Jewish prisoners faced ongoing
“selections” of who would live or die.
The weakest, sickest, frailest workers
were sent to their deaths just as the
elderly and the children had been
when the trains arrived. One prisoner
later wrote of the terror of trying to
blend in as the Nazis selected who
would be murdered:

“I tried to make myself as inconspicu-
ous as possible, not too erect, yet not
slouching; not too smart, yet not slop-
py; not too proud, yet not too servile,
for I knew that those who were differ-
ent died in Auschwitz, while the
anonymous, the faceless ones, sur-
vived.”
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Dying in Auschwitz
Deception. The Jews who were selected for death were sent to a building
marked “Bath and Disinfection.” To avoid revolts, the Nazis deceived the Jews
by assuring them they were about to take a shower. They were asked to put
their clothing on hooks and to remember the hook number. They were given
a piece of soap and a towel and rushed into a gas chamber. 

Gas Chambers. Once the Jews were inside, the airtight door was sealed and
an insecticide known as Zyklon B was pumped through the vents. The Nazi in
charge of Auschwitz recalled what happened next:

“It could be observed through the peephole that those standing nearest the
vents were killed at once. It can be said that about one third died straight away. The remainder staggered
and began to scream and struggle for air. The screaming soon changed to the death rattle and in a few
minutes all lay still. After twenty minutes at the latest no movement could be discerned.”

A small group of Jews called the Sonderkommandos were assigned the most gruesome tasks in the camp.
After each set of victims was gassed to death, the Sonderkommandos would remove the bodies, take out
gold teeth (to be melted down), cut off women’s hair (to be used as rope), and bring the bodies to the
crematoria.

Crematoria. The bodies of Jews were burned in large ovens called crematoria. The ovens at Auschwitz
could cremate as many as 4,000 people a day—which by 1944 was not enough to destroy the up to
10,000 Jewish victims of the camp each day. At that point the Nazis began to burn the bodies in open
pits.

Activity
Imagine you arrived at Auschwitz-Birkenau this morning. You were selected to work, but several members
of your family were sent to their deaths. Write a letter, a diary entry, or a prayer expressing your thoughts
and feelings before you go to bed on your first night in the camp.

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________
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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
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GERMAN MOB MURDERED JEWISH PEOPLE
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RETALIATION FOR THE MURDER OF
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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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Rise of Hitler

Introduction: World
War I and the 20s
How could Hitler and the Nazis
murder six million Jews? Any per-
son thinking about the Holocaust
faces that question. Some of the
answers are rooted in the history of
Germany in the two decades before
Hitler rose to power. This Instant
Lesson will trace the conditions that
led to Hitler’s rise to power and the
Nazi takeover of German society.

World War I was supposed to be
“the war to end all wars.” But the vicious fighting that engulfed Europe between 1914 and 1919 hardly
led to a secure world. In fact, many historians have seen World War II as nothing more than the “second
act” of World War I.

World War I pitted Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire against England, Russia, and France.
Much of the fighting was along trenches, and the soldiers’ lives were miserable, with casualty rates that
dwarfed those of previous wars. For a long time neither side appeared to be winning. But when the
United States joined the war in 1917 on the side of England and France (Russia dropped out of the war
that year) the tide turned, and Germany was defeated.

But since the war was fought mostly in places like Russia and France, the German populace had no idea
they were losing until the war was over. Their newspapers had (falsely) reported many victories in order
to keep the people’s spirits up, and suddenly discovering they had lost came as an utter shock.

To make matters worse, the Germans were forced to sign the Treaty of Versailles, in which they not only
accepted the blame for the war but agreed to pay more than $15 billion in reparations as punishment.

The German government set up after World War I was called the Weimar Republic. It was the first time
Germany had been a democracy, which seemed foreign to many Germans—especially since it was a form
of government forced upon them by the countries that had defeated them. The distrust of democracy by
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the German people, combined with a structure that
encouraged many different political parties, made
the Weimar Republic extremely unstable.

This political instability took place while Germany
faced an unprecedented economic crisis. Inflation
was so high that by 1923 it took 800 million
German marks just to get a single American dollar.
People’s savings quickly became worthless. Many,
many Germans couldn’t find work, and when the
global Great Depression hit in 1929, Germany’s ter-
rible economy only got worse. Fifteen billion dollars
in reparations payments was also a major part of the
problem.

While many Germans were miserable because of a
lack of work, money, and food, several political par-
ties competed for their loyalty. The Social
Democrats were the leading political party, but as
the depression grew worse, parties with extreme
solutions became more popular. Many Germans
voted for the Communist Party, which promised a
Germany based on complete equality of the people.
A growing number of Germans began to vote for a
party with a different vision for Germany’s future:
the National Socialists, or Nazis.

Adolf Hitler and the Rise of the Nazis
In 1920 a small German political party was founded called the National
Socialist German Worker’s Party. It chose as its symbol a red flag with a
black swastika, and it demanded that Germany reject the Treaty of Versailles
and establish a government in which all economic interests are subordinated
to the good of the nation as a whole. They also called for the exclusion of
Jews and other “non-Germans” from citizenship.

Soon after its founding, the Nazi Party attracted a World War I veteran whose
personality and ideas would become synonymous with Nazism: Adolf Hitler.
A high school dropout and failed artist, Hitler harbored a tremendous hatred
for those who had rejected him. But as he grew older, that hatred began to
focus more sharply on a single target: the Jews.

In 1923 Hitler was arrested for leading an uprising in Munich, and he was
convicted of treason and sent to prison. While imprisoned he wrote a book
called Mein Kampf, or “My Struggle.” In it he argued that the German people
were racially superior to other groups and needed to increase their numbers
in order to fulfill their destiny of world supremacy. By contrast, Jews were

JUNE 16, 1941—ADOLF HITLER.
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“parasites” who preyed on other races. Mein Kampf was a huge success, mak-
ing Hitler both famous and a millionaire.

As the 1920s wore on, and the pain of unemployment and inflation com-
pounded, the Nazis gained popularity with their call for German strength.
Much of their message was based on scapegoating (blaming) the Jews for
Germany’s troubles. Why did the Germans lose World War I? The Jews had
“stabbed the country in the back.” Why were prices so high and work so
hard to find? The Jews were greedy “bloodsuckers” who were blocking
Germany’s economic progress.

In the election of 1928 the Nazis won only twelve seats in the German
Reichstag, or Parliament. But two years later they won 107 seats. At the same
time, the Nazis made their presence felt on the streets of Germany, with
many party members wearing Nazi uniforms and flying the Nazi swastika
flag. Jews, communists, and others who opposed Nazi ideas had to fear phys-
ical violence by the increasingly assertive Nazi Storm Troopers, the military-
like arm of the party.

In 1932 the Nazis won 230 seats in the Reichstag, and Hitler demanded to
be appointed chancellor of Germany—the highest office in the land. Instead
of giving him that job, a new election was held, and this time the Nazis won
196 seats. While that number was technically a decline in support, it became
clear that the Nazis were not going away. On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler
became the chancellor of Germany. 

Nazi Germany, 1933-1938
Hitler immediately began to take control of nearly every institution in
German society. A month after he became chancellor a mentally ill commu-
nist set fire to the Reichstag building in Berlin. Hitler declared a national
emergency, and he was soon given the right to rule Germany by decree.

The Nazi party soon outlawed all other parties and absorbed the country’s
main institutions (except the army and the church) into the party structure.
The banks, schools, newspapers, youth groups, and trade unions all became
Nazified.

This period was particularly terrifying for the Jews. The Nazis urged
Germans to stop shopping at Jewish businesses, and thousands of Jewish
books were burned in the streets. Virtually all Jews employed by the govern-
ment were fired, and dozens of laws were passed instituting official discrimi-
nation against Jews.

Faced with violence in the streets, threats to their livelihoods, and the
increasingly vicious messages from the government blaming them for
Germany’s woes, the Jews of Germany united as they never had before.
Synagogues and Jewish schools were more popular than ever, and many
Zionist organizations gained new members. On the other hand, some

What are your
reactions when
you hear about
antisemitic
incidents in
North America? 
Are you afraid? 
Are you ready
to move?
Compare your
reactions today
to Jewish
reactions in
Germany in the
early 1930s.
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German Jews feared that things would only get worse, and they fled the country. Some Jews even com-
mitted suicide.

How do we explain these reactions to the rise of Hitler? Unlike the more religious, more isolated Jews of
Eastern Europe, Jews in Germany in the twentieth century were quite integrated into German culture. So
when their neighbors began denouncing them and their government began persecuting them, German
Jews had a hard time making sense of their new realities.

Then, in 1935, the Nazis announced a series of laws that intensified the persecution of the Jews. These
laws, called the Nuremberg Laws (because they were announced in the city of Nuremberg), reversed the
150-year process that had brought equality to Germany Jewry.

The Nuremberg laws defined a Jew as someone who has at least three Jewish grandparents (no matter
what their beliefs or practices). Jews were forbidden to marry or have sexual relations with non-Jews.
Finally, Jews lost their German citizenship, which meant they could no longer vote or hold office. Instead
of being citizens, Jews were proclaimed to be “subjects” of Germany, which meant the government could
do anything with them it wanted to.

Activity
Selected from the Nuremberg Laws:

Imbued with the conviction that the purity of the German blood is prerequisite for the future existence of
the German people, and animated with the unbending will to ensure the existence of the German nation
for all the future, the Reichstag has unanimously adopted the following law, which is hereby proclaimed:

• Marriages between Jews and state members of German blood are forbidden. Marriages concluded
despite this law are invalid, even if they are concluded abroad in order to circumvent this law.

• Extra-marital relations between Jews and state members of German blood are forbidden.

• Jews must not engage female domestic help in their households among state members of German
blood who are under age forty-five.

• The display of the Reich and national flag and the showing of the national colors by Jews is prohibited.

• A Reich citizen is only the state member who is of German blood, and who shows through his conduct
that he is both desirous and fit to serve in faith the German people and Reich.

• The Reich citizen is the only holder of full political rights in accordance with the provisions of the laws.

• A Jew cannot be a citizen of the Reich. He cannot exercise the right to vote on political matters; he can-
not hold public office.

Activity: Imagine that you are a Jew living in Germany, and you have read about the newly passed
Nuremberg laws. Write a letter to a non-Jewish friend in Germany expressing your feelings about these
laws.
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Warsaw Ghetto
Invasion of Poland
When most people think about the Holocaust, the country that first
comes to their minds is Germany. That makes sense, because Nazi
Germany designed and carried out most of the mass murders of Jews
during World War II. But many people don’t realize that most of the
Jews who died during the Shoah were from Poland and other parts of
Eastern Europe. Polish Jews had a very different experience than
German Jews during the Holocaust, and this Instant Lesson will
explore their experiences by focusing on the most prominent Polish
Jewish community at that time: the Jews of the Warsaw ghetto.

The term “ghetto” originally referred to the separate area where Jews in many
Western European cities were required to live beginning in the 16th century.
By the late 19th century most Jews in Western and Central Europe had been
emancipated (granted equal rights) and thus were allowed to live anywhere
they wanted. The Nazis, however, wanted to reverse this emancipation and
once again make the Jews a separate, unequal group.

World War II began in September, 1939, when the Nazis invaded Poland.
Within a month Poland was defeated, and the Nazis faced a new problem.
Throughout most of the 1930s they had persecuted the Jews of Germany
and Austria in hopes of convincing them to leave the country. But now they
were the rulers of a country with more than two million Jews, far more than
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could be expected to find new homes outside
Nazi Germany’s expanding empire.

The solution they turned to was concentration:
to bring the Jews from various parts of Poland
to a single location where they could be isolat-
ed and controlled. They considered sending all
the Jews to the island of Madagascar off the
coast of Africa, or setting up a “reservation” for
them in part of Poland (they got the idea from
the Indian reservations of the United States).
Both of these solutions were rejected as ineffi-
cient and costly, and the Nazis instead decided
to create ghettos by concentrating Jews in spe-
cial sections of Poland’s largest cities.

Jews were already a sizable presence in Polish
cities; indeed, Warsaw alone had 375,000 Jews
in 1939. That made it the largest Jewish com-
munity outside New York, and three out of

every ten residents of the city were Jewish. When the Nazis first came into
Warsaw they quickly implemented restrictions. Jews had to wear arm bands
with a blue star of David; Jewish shops had to display signs identifying their
Jewish ownership; and Jews were forbidden to travel by train or own radios.

About a year later, on Yom Kippur, 1940, all Jews in Warsaw (and many from
nearby areas) were ordered into the Jewish neighborhood that soon became
the Warsaw ghetto. A month later the ghetto was sealed off, and Jews could
exit the ghetto only with special permission from Nazi authorities. 

Life in the Ghetto
The basic fact of life for Jews in the Warsaw ghetto was misery. Hunger, dis-
ease, and overcrowding made it difficult for Jews to get even their basic needs
met. Meanwhile, Jews who exited their homes had to fear being humiliated,
beaten, and even shot by Nazis.

Despite this horrid existence, the Jews of the Warsaw ghetto managed to do
some pretty amazing things. Jewish leaders organized care for the most
needy while they continued the structure of pre-war Jewish life as best they
could. That meant schools and hospitals and synagogues operated illegally
but effectively. There were underground newspapers and history societies to
keep records of their experiences.

Socialist and Zionist Jewish organizations that had existed in the decades
before the Shoah intensified their activities within the ghetto walls. These
groups, usually led by Jews in their twenties and younger, helped provide
meaning and purpose to the youth of the ghetto, who faced intense poverty
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and persecution. They later became crucial to the armed resistance for which the Warsaw ghetto has
become famous.

In addition, an active black market arose to smuggle in food and other supplies (eventually including
guns and ammunition). Children would sneak out of the ghetto over fences or through sewers and bring
in items that the Jews desperately needed.

Jewish religious life continued, too. There were dozens of congregations in the Warsaw ghetto, and rabbis
gave sermons, offered prayers, and issued Jewish legal decisions to help Jews cope with the challenges of
living in the ghetto. One consistent message was that Jews should fight to survive at all costs.

One Warsaw rabbi, Isaac Nissenbaum, taught that the traditional Jewish practice of íMÅä— Lec÷” Kiddush
Ha-Shem, the sanctification of God’s name, had to be replaced with a new concept of íéi‹ç—ä— Lec÷”
Kiddush Ha-Hayyim, the sanctification of life. During persecutions of centuries past, Jewish leaders had
urged the faithful to allow themselves to be killed rather than abandon their faith—and thus to bring
blessing to God’s name by their devotion. But Nissenbaum pointed out that the Nazis were not after the
Jews’ souls—they were after their very lives. So instead, he said, Jews should struggle to live no matter
what, and thus sanctify life.

Activity
Perhaps the most controversial aspect of Jewish life in the Warsaw ghetto was the Jewish council. The
Nazis set up a Jewish council in every ghetto comprised of leading Jewish men who were given the task
of organizing the Jewish community and representing the Jews of the ghetto. The Jewish councils had
to organize a Jewish police force (and a Jewish prison) to carry out the orders of the Nazis. They also
were responsible for distributing the meager supplies the Nazis provided the Jews.

Because their cooperation made it easier for the Nazis to run and later destroy the ghettos, the mem-
bers of the Jewish councils have been criticized by survivors and historians. Others, however, have
defended them for doing the best they could in a hopeless situation.

Below are three examples of decisions the Jewish councils in Warsaw and other ghettos had to make in
the early 1940s. Discuss with your classmates what you think you would do if you were a member of a
ghetto Jewish council, and write your decisions below.

Decision #1: The Nazis have given the Jewish council 20,000 ration cards to provide enough food
(barely) for 20,000 people. But there are 60,000 Jews living in the ghetto. What do you do?

Decision #2: The Nazis have decided that the residents of your ghetto will help to manufacture sup-
plies that will be used in the war against the Allies. If your community does an excellent job at its work,
the ghetto will probably continue for many more months. If you resist because you fear helping the
Nazis, the ghetto may be liquidated (all its residents sent to death camps). What do you do? 

Decision #3: The Nazis have ordered you to bring all the children of the Warsaw ghetto to the
Umschlagplatz, the loading platform, where you know they are destined to be sent to Treblinka and
murdered. Yet if you do not obey this order, you are aware that the members of the Jewish council will
be shot and replaced by those who are willing to comply—and you will no longer be able to use what
little power you have to protect the remaining Jews. What do you do?
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Warsaw Ghetto Uprising
The end of the story of the Warsaw ghetto is not
a happy one, but it is an inspiring one. The revolt
in which a small group of Jewish fighters delayed
the Nazi destruction of the ghetto for nearly a
month was a defining moment in Jewish history.

In the summer of 1942 the liquidation of the
Warsaw ghetto began. That meant that six out of
seven Jews in the ghetto were shipped to the death
camp Treblinka, where they were suffocated to
death in gas chambers and their bodies were cre-
mated.

The nearly 60,000 Jews remaining in the ghetto realized that the Nazis ultimately
planned to send them, too, to Treblinka. So many of them began to fight back. A
group known as the Jewish Fighting Organization (whose Polish initials were ZOB)
took a leadership role in the ghetto, declaring that “not a single Jew should go to the
railroad cars.”

Using smuggled weapons and ammunition, members of the ZOB attacked Germans
whenever they could. Although many of these fighters were themselves killed, they gave
hope to Jews faced with destruction and did manage to kill and wound some Germans.

On the second night of Passover in 1943 the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising began. Two
thousand German soldiers armed with tanks and flame throwers entered the ghetto
with the intent of snuffing out the ZOB. Within ninety minutes the Jewish rebels
(armed with a small number of handguns, rifles, and homemade hand grenades)
forced the Nazis to retreat. While both Jews and Germans were killed in the fighting,
the Nazi retreat brought great joy to the Jews of the ghetto.

The Nazis did not abandon their assault on the ghetto, however. All electricity, gas,
and water were cut off, and specially trained dogs roamed the ghetto to uncover
Jewish hiding places. But the Jews continued to fight back. Soon the Nazis began to
burn the ghetto down building by building. This tactic ultimately succeeded in sup-
pressing the revolt—although the destruction of the ghetto took a month rather than
the three days the Nazis had originally planned. But only a few Jews escaped the
burning ghetto with their lives.

To Jews and non-Jews around the world, the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising became a sym-
bol of Jewish resistance to antisemitism, of the courage and bravery of those who
refused to cooperate with their own destruction. Mordecai Anielewicz, who took com-
mand of the ZOB at the age of just twenty-four, perhaps put it best:

“I have the feeling that great things are happening, that what we have dared is of great
importance...the dream of my life has become true. Jewish self-defense in the Warsaw
ghetto has become a fact. Jewish armed resistance and retaliation have become a reality.
I have been witness to the magnificent heroic struggle of the Jewish fighters.”
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