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A pogrom is defined as anti-Semitic violence with the knowledge and support of the government.  Pogrom is a 
Russian word.  Pogroms were very common in Imperial Russia 1890-1917.  In times of hardships—disease, 
famine, defeat in wars—Russia’s Christians would turn their anger on the Jews, killing hundreds.  During these 
pogroms, Jewish shops were destroyed, Jewish women were beaten, and Jewish men were killed.  By the 20th 
century pogroms only took place in Russia.  Pogroms had not taken place in Western Europe—England, France, 
and Germany—since the end of the Middle Ages.  That was until 9 November 1938 when a Nazi pogrom swept 
through Germany. 
 
On 9 November 1938 the Nazi government ordered a wave of pogroms against German Jews.  In a space of less 
than eight hours, thousands of Jewish synagogues, shops and homes were vandalized and then burned down. 
The night was called Kristallnacht—the night of broken glass—because the next morning the streets of 
Germany were littered with shards of broken glass. 
 
On 7 November 1938 a Jewish teenager named Hershel Grynszpan assassinated a Nazi official in Paris.  The 
assassination of Ernst vom Rath was the excuse Hitler’s government gave for the anti-Jewish violence in 
Germany.  The Nazi government ordered members of the SS and the SA to take off their uniforms and to put on 
civilian clothes.  That way Kristallnacht would look like the German people on their own started Kristallnacht, 
not the Nazi government. 
 
Things had changed!  What amazed the Nazi government was the mass participation of much of the German 
public.   Remember that most Germans had ignored the April Boycotts of Jewish stores back in 1933.  But now, 
in 1938, tens of thousands of ordinary Germans from all walks of life actively took part in the Kristallnacht 
attacks.  They shattered Jewish windows with bricks and rocks, broke into Jewish shops, and looted Jewish 
property, taking what they wanted.  German women especially played a large role, stealing food, clothing, 
furniture and jewelry.  Unlike the April 1933 economic boycott of Jewish shops, where few Germans were 
interested, Kristallnacht showed massive enthusiasm on the part of the German public.  Kristallnacht took place 
on the 9th of November, a Wednesday.  The next day, November 10th was a school day and a work day. 
Hundreds of German teachers took their classes out on the streets to watch and to actively take part in the 
stealing.  German citizens, who should have been at work, were let go by their bosses so they could also be a 
part of the burning, vandalism and looting.  Close to one hundred Jews were killed between 9 and 10 
November, most through beatings, stomping or curbing.  
 
Kristallnacht was the first time in the history of the III Reich where violence was directed against the Jews by 
the German government and population.  Between the 1935 Nuremberg Laws and Kristallnacht, German Jews 
had virtually disappeared from German public life.  They were no longer in the schools or the parks or in the 
theaters.  German Jews were “there but not really there” as the Nazis were fond of saying. But Kristallnacht was 
different.  Now the Jews were being physically attacked and their stores and places of worship were being 
destroyed. 
 
It was also the first time for mass arrests of Jews by the SS.  1933-1938 the Nazi concentration camps (KZ) 
were primarily filled with German political prisoners: KPD members, SPD members, union leaders, Catholic 
clergy and anyone deemed by the Nazi government as being “anti-Hitler.”   Between the 10th and 12th of 
November 1938 over 30,000 Jewish men and boys over the age of 18 were arrested and sent to the KZ.  The 
prisoners were either held in KZ Buchenwald outside of Weimar, KZ Sachsenhausen outside of Berlin or KZ 
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Dachau outside of Munich.  Over 1000 Jews died within weeks because of SS beatings and forced labor. 
Whereas before 1938 the KZ were filled with political prisoners, now for the first time the KZ were filled with 
Jews. 
 
Jewish banks, shops and businesses had long been a target of Nazi hatred.  After Kristallnacht the number of 
Jewish owned business declined from over 100,000 in January 1933 to less than 30,000 by 1939.  After 1938 
Jews were forced by the Nazi government to Aryanize their homes and businesses.  Aryanization meant that 
Jews had to sell their businesses, shops and homes to Germans.  The Nazi government stepped up the pressure 
on German Jews to leave the country.  Hitler’s intent was to “remove the Jews from Germany.”  In the ten 
months following Kristallnacht, 115,000 German Jews and their families left the country.  By 1941 over 90% of 
Germany’s original Jewish population of 565,000 had left the country.  Germany was almost 100% Judenfrei, 
meaning “free of Jews.”  
 
Again we have to ask ourselves what Hitler meant when he said “I will remove the Jews from Germany;” did he 
mean removal from public life?  Did he mean removal from the county?  Or did he mean the actual physical 
removal of the Jews through genocide? 
 
Hitler started two wars.  One, was the war against Jews.  The second war was against the countries of 
Europe.  As students, you cannot separate the two wars – as Germany conquered other countries the war 
on the Jews intensified.  Remember there were only 600,000 Jews in Germany but there were 6,000,000 
Jews killed in the Holocaust.  Simple math shows us that most of the Jews killed were not from Germany. 
As Hitler conquered another country, the Nazis would capture the Jews of the conquered country.  
 
In 1938 Nazi German took over Austria.  In 1939 the Nazis took over Czechoslovakia.  On 1 September 1939 
Germany invade Poland, beginning World War II 1939-1945.  In 1940 Nazi Germany invaded and took over 
Norway, Denmark, Holland and France.  On 22 June 1941 Germany invaded Russia.  By Christmas 1941, with 
the exceptions of England and Switzerland, all of Europe was under control of Nazi Germany.  The reason why 
this is so important in our understanding of the Holocaust is because of the sheer number of Jews involved.  If 
Hitler, for example had started to kill Jews right away in January 1933, he only had 565,000 German Jews 
under his control.  That was less than 1% of the German population.  To continue our hypothetical example, if 
Hitler had ordered German Jews killed right after Kristallnacht in November 1938, 470,000 would have been 
slaughtered.  Between Kristallnacht in 1938 and the invasion of Poland in 1939, 115,000 Jews left Germany.  
 
When Hitler ordered the invasion of Poland in 1939, there were just over 200,000 Jews left in Germany.  After 
1939, however, with the beginning of World War II, the scope of the potential European disaster widened 
dramatically.  Whereas in January 1939 Hitler could only get his hands on about 200,000 German Jews, with 
the invasion of Poland this number exponentially increased to 3 million Polish Jews.  In 1940 2 million more 
Western European Jews were in the Nazi net.  And with the invasion of Russia in 1941, 5 million Russians fell 
under Nazi control.  Whereas as Hitler could have killed barely half a million German Jews in 1933, now in 
1941 the Nazis could potentially kill 11 million human beings. 
 
Between 1939 and 1940, the Nazi leadership and the SS decided to “store” or to “ware house” the Jews of 
Europe in sealed off ghettos in Poland and Eastern Europe.  This process was known as ghettoization, though 
the official Nazi code phrase or euphemism was “resettlement in the east.”  Ghetto is an Italian word coming 
from the 13th century.  In 1247 the Roman Catholic Church ordered Italian Jews to live in certain parts of Italian 
cities called ghettos, meaning “to confine.”  Once in the ghettos, the Italian Jews also had to sew the Jewish Star 
of David on their clothes to identify them as being Jews.  Between 1941 and 1942 the Nazi government ordered 
all Jews of Nazi occupied Europe to wear the yellow Star of David.  Failure to do so would mean immediate 
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execution.  German Jews were ordered to wear the Star of David in September 1941 and in December 1941 
German Jews were shoved into trains and shipped to the Jewish ghetto of Riga in Latvia.  Many were 
immediately shot on arrival by SS death squads. 
 
By 1941 there were hundreds of ghettos in Nazi occupied Poland and Russia.  Some contained fewer than 1000 
people.  Others were enormous.  All the ghettos were surrounded by stone walls and barbed wire and were 
guarded by German Police Battalions.  The largest ghettos were in Poland in the cities of Lublin, Kracków, 
Łodź and Warsaw.  The Warsaw ghetto imprisoned more than 500,000 people.  Three families would occupy a 
single room, meaning 15 people living in a space smaller than your living room.  Few of the rooms had any 
central heat or running water.  Ghetto Jews were reduced to burning books, paper and furniture to stay warm. 
Living conditions were appalling with a single toilet for over 50 occupants and no bathing or showering 
facilities.  Surrounding the ghetto was a wall two feet wide, eleven feet tall, topped with broken glass.  No one 
got in and no one got out. 
 
Following the ghettos, another horrible crime of the Nazis were the T-4 Euthenasia killing centers.  In October 
of 1939 Dr. Karl Brandt began to experiment with Sonderbehandlungen (“special treatments”) to eliminate 
lebensunwertes Leben (“life unworthy of life.”)  The Nazi euthanasia, or “mercy killing” program, was given 
the name Aktion T-4 (Operation T-4), named after the address of a confiscated Jewish Villa in Berlin at 
Tiergartenstraße 4 (Zoo Street 4), where Brandt met with SS doctors to begin the program.  The SS doctors and 
nurses at the seven killing centers experimented with different methods of murder.  Starvation and lethal 
injections were first used, then carbon monoxide, but eventually they used a poison gas.  This particular poison 
gas, Zyklon B, would also become the method of execution at the death camps used against Jews in the 
Holocaust after 1942 - the T-4 killing centers served as the model for mass destruction in the Reinhard death 
camps. 
 
Five of the 1939 killing centers were equipped with gas chambers and crematoria to dispose of and to burn the 
bodies.  Typically the patients were told to undress and given paper smocks.  They were then ushered into the 
gas chambers in groups of 15 to 20, and told to get undressed for the shower.  The SS doctor on duty would 
then gas them.  A conveyer belt removed the bodies, transporting the dead to the crematoria.  Each family 
received an official death certificate.  Usually the cause of death was listed as heart failure or pneumonia and 
the families were informed that the body had been cremated for health reasons.  

 
The 1939 T-4 program was not targeted at Jews.  It identified and targeted different categories of “useless eaters” 

in the Reich: mental patients, deformed children, the criminally insane, patients in irreversible comas and the 
handicapped.  A special category was reserved for, “undesirable citizens of the Reich.”   Between 1939 and 

1942, 90,000-100,000 patients were gassed in the 
killing centers, of which only 5000, or roughly 5%, 
were Jews.   40% of Germany’s mentally ill were 
killed during the T-4 liquidations of the “useless 
eaters.”  Following up on Hitler’s promise to 
criminalize homosexuality, the Nazi government 
ordered over 400,000 homosexuals castrated and 
sterilized to stop “the genetic polluters of pure 
German blood.” 

  
 

Picture taken secretly of cremations conducted at the 
Hadamar Euthanasia Center, 1941 
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Though the Nazi government tried to keep the T-4 killings secret, word soon spread throughout the Reich as to 
what was happening.  People watched the smoke rising from the killing centers.  Although the residents of 
the town of Hadamar were refused entry into the “euthanasia center”, the chimney’s smoke and the 
sickly-sweet, bacon-like smell of the burning bodies could not be kept secret.  School children living close 
to Hadamar called the bus bringing patients to the center “the murder box.” Students kidded their friends by 
taunting to each other, “You’ll be sent to the baking oven.”  German girls in the HJ (Hitler Youth) vowed 
that, “They would never bring children in the world so they could be put into the bottling machine.” 
Throughout Germany stories were told about old people pleading with their families, not to send them to 
nursing homes for, “after the feeble-minded were killed off, the next ‘useless eaters’ whose turn would come 
would be the elderly.”  The Nazi government produced an entire feature-length film in 1939 showing the 
benefits of the T-4 program, trying to convince the citizens of the Reich about the necessity of the mercy 
killings.   

 
The people of Germany hated the killings.  Beginning in 1940, massive public demonstrations swept through 

Germany, protesting the T-4 killings.  Families were outraged that their loved ones were being killed.  “The 
unnecessary killing of German citizens,” was often the topic of church sermons on Sundays.  Catholic and 
Lutheran churches throughout the Reich held “T-4 lecture protests.”   

 
The Nazis stopped T-4.  This leads us to the disturbing question as to why German citizens would protest the 

T-4 killings, in fact forcing a policy shift within the Nazi government, yet allow the mass deportations and 
killings of fellow German Jews.  Prior to 1941, the majority of Nazi Holocaust victims were T-4 patients, 
Poles and Soviet prisoners of war.  Only after 1941 and the invasion of the Soviet Union did the full fury of 
the Nazi genocide result in the mass slaughter of European Jewry.  With the invasion of the Soviet Union on 
21 June 1941, the Nazis unleashed the Einsatzgruppen  (mobile killing squads) on Russia’s 4.8 million Jews. 
After 1941 mass killing would take on a new and more horrible meaning, as our next reading will describe. 
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