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Kristallnacht, 9 November 1938                                                 Block
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.
What amazed the Nazi government, however, was the mass participation of much of the German public.  Tens of thousands of ordinary Germans from all walks of life took part in Kristallnacht.  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.
A second major feature of Kristallnacht is that it signaled the first mass arrest 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 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.

The average sentence in the KZ ranged from six months to a year.  What made this so horrifying for the Jewish inmates is that they never knew when they would be released or if they could survive.  After six to twelve months of awful SS brutality, the Jews were released.  Before their release the Jewish prisoners had to sign a contract promising two things.  First, immediately after their release they promised to take their families and move out of Germany.  Second, immediately after their release they promised to turn over their bank accounts and their businesses to the Nazi government.  This was called Aryanization.
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.  

After Kristallnacht 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.”

The Nuremberg Laws of September 1935 removed German Jews from German public life.  This meant that while the Jews were still physically living in Germany, they were no longer allowed in public places: schools, universities, swimming pools, parks and professions. Kristallnacht, however resulted in many Jews leaving the country and having to emigrate to somewhere else.  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?
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