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The Nazis did not invent European anti-Semitism.  The hatred of the Jews had been a major part of Christian Europe going all the way back to the Middle Ages in the 12th century.  If you could have gone back to Europe, say in 1938 before World War II, and if you would have asked what European country would build death camps to kill Jews, nobody would have answered Germany.  People would have said France or Russia.  In France and Russia Jew-hating had been a major part of their history; but not in Germany.  Since the beginning of the 1900s German Jews had been fully assimilated (made to feel part of) German society.  Germans made no distinctions between German Christians and German Jews.  They were all Germans.  What separates Nazi anti-Semitism from other examples of European anti-Semitism was the goal of the III Reich.  Hitler’s goal was to kill every single Jewish man, woman and child in Europe.  The goal was 11 million Jews.  In this sense the Holocaust has no comparison.  It is because of this that the Holocaust is unprecedented in human history and was a watershed event.
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.
[image: image1.png]GHETTOS IN
OCCUPIED EASTERN

MIGIE +vinsk EUROPE 1641-1¢42

Vitebsk
Yrial g svencioms  * s
"0 vina Smfensk
1aa %" Minsk  w Mogiley.

Farthest German’
Ay Advance

REATER

GERARY
Tomaszow

* Knarkov

Rowno 1 Zhitomir

Dnepropetrovsk
greprop:



Between 1939 and 1940, the Nazi leadership and the SS decided to “store” or to “wear 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 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 largest ghetto in Nazi occupied Europe was in the Polish capital of Warsaw.  Less than 2% of the city contained over 30% of the population.  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.
Only 10% of the ghetto Jews was selected by the Germans for slave labor.  The competition for jobs was intense and cut-throat.  Ghetto Jews that had jobs in SS uniform or weapons factories received food cards (ration cards) that allowed them to receive twice as much food as the rest of the people in the ghetto.  The Germans were constantly looking for skilled labors for their factories.  The rest of the ghetto remained unemployed and had no jobs.  Every day was the same as the last.  Boredom was a major problem, for the more bored people were, the more they lost hope, and the more they lost hope, the faster people died.
The Nazis did not allow any fresh food, vegetables, fruit or milk into the ghettos.  Within the first year all dogs, cats, pigeons and horses were eaten.  Starvation killed tens of thousands of people.  The average person living in the ghettos was eating less than 1000 calories per day.  Today the average American eats between 2500 and 3500 calories a day.  Fresh water was an enormous problem.  Because human waste and garbage was dumped into the streets, the sewage contaminated the ghetto’s water supply.  By 1941 typhoid fever (contaminated water) and typhus (fleas from rats) broke out in the ghettos killing thousands.  During the summer months, the stench of the ghettos was unbearable.  The dead and dying were everywhere.  Old people and children, too sick and weak to move, simply lay down in the streets and died.  The bodies of the dead carpeted the sidewalks.
When the ghettos were first established by the Nazis between 1939 and 1940 they had two major purposes.  First, store the Jews somewhere in the East so Western Europe could be Judenfrei, or “free of Jews”.  Second, use the Jews in the ghettos as free slave labor for German war industries.  By the end of 1941, the SS leadership admitted that they had a massive storage problem.  The ghettos were overflowing with the dead and dying.  Few workers could be found because everybody was so weak from starvation and wasted away.  Overcrowding had caused major outbreaks of typhus and typhoid fever.  Hundreds of thousands of Jews were dying every year, but the killing process was too slow.  By 1941 there was fear that the disease from the ghettos would break out into the non-Jewish populations causing the Nazis a major heath crisis.  In January 1942 at the Wannsee Conference in Berlin, the SS leadership decided it was time to “cleanse the ghettos”.  This obviously meant that the SS would now take killing to a new level; the death camps.  1942 remains the most deadly and lethal year of the Holocaust.  
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