
The Holocaust: A Short Guide (Part 1) 

1. Introduction 
The Holocaust was the systematic, state-sponsored persecution and murder of six million 
European Jews by Nazi Germany and its collaborators between 1933 and 1945 ( Introduction to 
the Holocaust: What was the Holocaust? | Holocaust Encyclopedia ). To truly understand this 
catastrophe, we must first understand the people it targeted and the world they lived in. Before 
they were victims, they were ordinary men, women, and children with homes, hobbies, and 
dreams (The World Before: Jews and Jewish Life Before the Holocaust – The Holocaust:  
Remembrance, Respect, and Resilience) . Europe’s Jewish communities had thrived for 
centuries, contributing to society in countless ways. In 1933, about 9 million Jews lived across 
Europe (Teaching About Jewish Life Before the Holocaust | Yad Vashem) – from the bustling 
cities of Western Europe to the small villages of the East – making up a vibrant part of the 
continent’s social and cultural fabric. Studying who these people were and how they lived before 
the war gives us a “glance into a rich tapestry of culture” that existed before it was destroyed 
(Teaching About Jewish Life Before the Holocaust | Yad Vashem). It also reminds us that 
Holocaust victims were not just numbers, but individuals with stories worth remembering. 

Understanding life before the Holocaust also highlights why we study this history at all. The 
Holocaust is not just a Jewish story; its lessons are universal, warning of the dangers of 
unchecked hatred and intolerance (25 Quotes From Survivors, Supporters & Docents - 
Holocaust Museum Houston). By learning about the thriving communities that were lost, we gain 
a deeper appreciation of the magnitude of the tragedy and the importance of preventing such 
hatred from taking root again. As Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel said, “For the dead and the 
living, we must bear witness.” (Elie Wiesel - United States Holocaust Memorial Museum) 
Remembering what was lost is a way to honor the victims and ensure that future generations 
recognize the signs of prejudice and oppression before they lead to catastrophe. 

Visualizing the People: To make this history real, visuals can be powerful. Photographs of 
Jewish life in the 1920s and 1930s – smiling families at a picnic, children playing, shoppers in a 
busy market – help us see Jewish Europeans as people not so different from ourselves. For 
example, a pre-war family portrait or a snapshot of a lively Jewish neighborhood can counter the 
tendency to view victims only through the lens of tragedy. Such images exist in museum 
collections; one Holocaust museum narrator notes that “these photos look like photos you 
would have at your own home”, though they are painfully rare since many families lost all 
their belongings during the war . A map of Europe in 1933 highlighting Jewish population 
centers (around 3 million in Poland, 2.5 million in the Soviet Union, and so on) would also help 
students grasp the scale and distribution of Jewish communities . Seeing where and how 
Jewish people lived before the Holocaust sets the stage for understanding the enormity of what 
was about to happen. 
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Critical Thinking Questions: 

●​ Why is it important to begin a study of the Holocaust by learning about Jewish life before 
the Holocaust, rather than starting with the tragedy itself? 

●​ How might seeing personal photos or stories of Jewish families from before World War II 
influence our understanding of the Holocaust? What do these glimpses of everyday life 
make you think or feel? 

2. Lives Before Darkness: Jewish Life in a Changing 
World 
In the decades before World War II, Jewish life in Europe was diverse and dynamic. Jews lived 
in almost every European country, but their lifestyles varied widely. In Eastern Europe – places 
like Poland, Lithuania, or Ukraine – many Jews still lived in predominantly Jewish towns or 
villages called shtetls, where they maintained traditional religious customs, spoke their own 
language (Yiddish), and formed tight-knit communities (Teaching About Jewish Life Before the 
Holocaust | Yad Vashem). Walking through a pre-war shtetl, you might hear the sing-song mix of 
German and Hebrew that is Yiddish, see men in skullcaps and women in modest dresses, and 
smell fresh challah bread at the bakery. These towns were hubs of Jewish culture: one could 
attend a Yiddish theater performance or listen to a political debate by members of the Jewish 
labor movement (the Bund) on a street corner (Teaching About Jewish Life Before the 
Holocaust | Yad Vashem). In larger Eastern European cities like Warsaw or Vilnius, Jewish life 
thrived as well – libraries, schools, synagogues, and newspapers served a vibrant 
community. Warsaw alone had about 375,000 Jewish residents (roughly 30% of the city’s 
population) before the war (Warsaw Ghetto), making it one of the great centers of Jewish life 
in the world. Photos from 1930s Warsaw show bustling Jewish markets and synagogues 
standing proudly alongside churches, illustrating how integral Jews were to the city’s life. 

Meanwhile, in Western and Central Europe – Germany, France, the Netherlands, Italy, and 
elsewhere – Jewish people were often more assimilated into mainstream society (Teaching 
About Jewish Life Before the Holocaust | Yad Vashem). They typically spoke the same language 
as their non-Jewish neighbors, wore modern Western clothing, and served in all professions. 
Many considered themselves patriotic citizens of their countries. For instance, German Jews 
had been living in Germany for centuries and saw themselves as Germans; thousands had 
fought for Germany in World War I. A Jewish family in 1920s Berlin might not appear outwardly 
different from a Christian family – they went to the same schools, loved the same German 
literature and music, and even sometimes married outside their faith. “I always knew I was 
Jewish, but in our house there was no religion practiced really,” recalled Margaret Lambert, 
describing her secular upbringing in Germany before Hitler came to power (Echoes & 
Reflections). This quote shows that for many families, Jewish identity was more cultural than 
religious – they felt just as German as they did Jewish. Across Europe, Jews worked as 
farmers, tailors, factory workers, doctors, teachers, professors, artists, and business 
owners, contributing at every level of society (Teaching About Jewish Life Before the Holocaust 

https://www.yadvashem.org/articles/general/teaching-about-jewish-life-before-the-holocaust.html#:~:text=Poland%2C%20the%20Soviet%20Union%2C%20Hungary%2C,for%20both%20men%20and%20women
https://www.yadvashem.org/articles/general/teaching-about-jewish-life-before-the-holocaust.html#:~:text=Poland%2C%20the%20Soviet%20Union%2C%20Hungary%2C,for%20both%20men%20and%20women
https://www.yadvashem.org/articles/general/teaching-about-jewish-life-before-the-holocaust.html#:~:text=political%20activists%2C%20artists%2C%20musicians%2C%20actors%2C,and%20teachers
https://www.yadvashem.org/articles/general/teaching-about-jewish-life-before-the-holocaust.html#:~:text=political%20activists%2C%20artists%2C%20musicians%2C%20actors%2C,and%20teachers
https://www.yadvashem.org/holocaust/about/ghettos/warsaw.html#:~:text=In%20Warsaw%2C%C2%A0Poland%2C%20the%20Nazis%20established,measures%20against%20them%20were%20taken
https://www.yadvashem.org/articles/general/teaching-about-jewish-life-before-the-holocaust.html#:~:text=Jews%20in%20Eastern%20Europe%20differed,important%20role%20in%20their%20lives
https://www.yadvashem.org/articles/general/teaching-about-jewish-life-before-the-holocaust.html#:~:text=Jews%20in%20Eastern%20Europe%20differed,important%20role%20in%20their%20lives
https://echoesandreflections.org/category/survivors/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20always%20knew%20I%20was,awareness%20of%20my%20cultural%20roots
https://echoesandreflections.org/category/survivors/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20always%20knew%20I%20was,awareness%20of%20my%20cultural%20roots
https://www.yadvashem.org/articles/general/teaching-about-jewish-life-before-the-holocaust.html#:~:text=Jews%20in%20all%20parts%20of,culture%20thrived%20in%20two%20ways


| Yad Vashem). Some were wealthy bankers or famous scientists, others were poor peddlers or 
craftsmen. In short, there was no single “Jewish life” before the Holocaust – Jewish people were 
an integral part of the diverse tapestry of European life. 

Yet the world was changing in the early 20th century, and Jewish communities felt those 
changes. The aftermath of World War I brought political upheaval. Old empires collapsed and 
new countries (like Poland and Czechoslovakia) were formed, each with Jewish minorities 
hoping for acceptance and equal rights. The 1920s brought social change and modernization – 
radios and cinemas, jazz music, women gaining the right to vote. Many Jewish individuals 
embraced these changes: they attended universities in greater numbers and became prominent 
in the arts, sciences, and politics. For example, Jewish writers and filmmakers were part of the 
creative explosion of Berlin and Vienna in the 1920s (Teaching About Jewish Life Before the 
Holocaust | Yad Vashem). In Eastern Europe, new ideologies like Zionism (the movement for a 
Jewish homeland) and socialism gained followers among Jewish youth, reflecting hopes for a 
better future. 

At the same time, some challenges persisted. Economic troubles like the Great Depression of 
1929 hit Jewish and non-Jewish families alike. In some places, old prejudices (which we will 
discuss in the next section) still lurked under the surface even during these relatively good years 
. But on the whole, before 1933 most Jews in Europe lived normal lives, participating in the 
broader society. They celebrated weddings and bar mitzvahs, opened new businesses, wrote 
poetry in dozens of languages, and raised children who dreamed of becoming doctors, 
teachers, or musicians. Including visuals of this period – say, a photograph of a Jewish 
schoolroom in 1930s Poland with boys and girls in uniforms, or a picture of a Berlin street where 
a synagogue stands near shops – can help students appreciate that Jewish life before the 
Holocaust was full and vibrant. One striking painting from 1878 by Jewish artist Maurycy 
Gottlieb, titled “Jewish Wedding”, shows a festive celebration in a Polish town – an image of joy 
and community that starkly contrasts with the devastation that would occur decades later 
(Teaching About Jewish Life Before the Holocaust | Yad Vashem). Such cultural artifacts remind 
us of the rich heritage that existed on the eve of WWII. 

Critical Thinking Questions: 

●​ Describe some differences between Jewish life in Eastern Europe and Jewish life in 
Western Europe before the Holocaust. How did factors like language, clothing, or daily 
activities differ? 

●​ Why do you think it’s valuable to learn about the everyday lives, traditions, and 
achievements of Jewish people in the years before the Holocaust? How does this 
knowledge affect your perspective on what was later lost? 

3. Seeds of Prejudice: The Deep Roots of Antisemitism 
The Holocaust did not happen in a vacuum. It was fueled by antisemitism – hatred of Jews – 
that had deep roots in European history. As historian Michael Berenbaum explains, to answer 
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“Why the Jews?” we must examine the long history of anti-Jewish prejudice “since biblical times” 
(The World Before: Jews and Jewish Life Before the Holocaust – The Holocaust:  
Remembrance, Respect, and Resilience). For centuries, Jews in Europe had been scapegoated 
and mistreated. In the Middle Ages, vicious myths painted Jews as evil: they were falsely 
accused of causing plagues (like the Black Death in the 14th century by “poisoning wells”), of 
murdering Christian children for rituals (the blood libel), and of being agents of the devil. Such 
baseless superstitions led to horrific medieval pogroms (violent mobs attacking Jewish 
communities) and expulsions – for example, Jews were expelled from England in 1290 and from 
Spain in 1492. Although by the 19th and 20th centuries Jews in many countries had gained civil 
rights and greater acceptance, old prejudices did not disappear. In fact, they evolved. In the late 
1800s, some writers and politicians shifted from religious antisemitism (hatred of Jews for their 
religion) to racial antisemitism, falsely claiming that Jews were a biologically “inferior” race. 
The very term “antisemitism” was popularized in the 1870s by a German agitator who wanted a 
scientific-sounding word for Jew-hatred. By the early 20th century, conspiracy theories about 
Jews were widespread in Europe. A notorious fake document called “The Protocols of the 
Elders of Zion,” fabricated in Russia around 1903, purported to reveal a Jewish plot for world 
domination – and despite being debunked as a hoax, it was widely circulated and believed by 
many who already harbored suspicions. 

This long legacy meant that by the time Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party rose in Germany, a 
toolbox of antisemitic stereotypes and fears was readily available for them to exploit. The Nazis’ 
antisemitic propaganda did not invent new tropes; rather, it took old ones and amplified them. 
Nazi publications and speeches cast Jews as the root of all evil – simultaneously blaming them 
for communism and for capitalism, for Germany’s defeat in World War I, for economic crises, 
and for moral decay. These contradictory accusations might seem absurd, but they resonated 
with an audience already conditioned by centuries of bias. The Nazi weekly newspaper Der 
Stürmer printed grotesque caricatures portraying Jews as hook-nosed, greedy subhumans. 
Children’s books like “The Poisonous Mushroom” taught German youngsters that a Jew could 
be as dangerous as a toxic fungus. The Nazis’ hateful messages fell on fertile ground: “The 
stereotypes and images found in Nazi propaganda were not new, but were already familiar to 
their intended audience.” ( Nazi Propaganda | Holocaust Encyclopedia ) In other words, average 
Germans in the 1930s had likely heard anti-Jewish ideas before – from a neighbor, a teacher, or 
a pamphlet – so Nazi propaganda was able to reinforce and normalize these ideas rather than 
introduce something completely foreign. 

Antisemitism was not limited to Germany. Across Europe, at different times, there were signs of 
this ancient hatred. In France in the 1890s, the Dreyfus Affair – in which a Jewish French army 
officer was falsely accused of treason – exposed deep anti-Jewish sentiment in French society. 
In Eastern Europe during the early 1900s, bloody pogroms in the Russian Empire (what is now 
Ukraine, Poland, etc.) devastated Jewish communities and drove waves of Jewish families to 
emigrate in search of safety. Even in places where Jews lived relatively peacefully in the 1930s, 
they often sensed an undercurrent of hostility. A Jewish child in 1930s Poland, for example, 
might recall certain parks or clubs displaying signs that read “No Jews Allowed.” In Germany, 
open antisemitism had been somewhat disreputable during the liberal Weimar Republic 
(1919–1933), but it never vanished – there were still nationalist groups and politicians spreading 
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anti-Jewish rhetoric. When Germany lost World War I and suffered economic chaos in the 
1920s, some Germans sought a scapegoat and latched onto an old conspiracy: the false claim 
that Jews had “stabbed Germany in the back” during the war. This myth accused Jewish citizens 
(who made up less than 1% of Germany’s population) of disloyalty and treachery, even though 
in reality thousands of German Jews fought bravely for their country in WWI. Such 
poisonous ideas paved the way for extremist movements like the Nazis to gain support by 
promising to purge the nation of the supposed “Jewish problem.” 

By the time Hitler came to power in 1933, antisemitism had become central to Nazi ideology. 
The Nazis portrayed Jews not just as individuals of a different faith, but as an alien, malignant 
race infiltrating society. Hitler’s propaganda chief, Joseph Goebbels, hammered home the 
message that “the Jews” were to blame for everything. In one propaganda film, a montage 
compares Jews to parasites and rats, explicitly dehumanizing them. School textbooks were 
rewritten to include racist caricatures and “racial science” asserting the superiority of the “Aryan” 
(non-Jewish German) and the inferiority of the Jew. Generations of stereotypes were 
weaponized to incite hatred. The Nazi government even staged elaborate public displays to 
reinforce old prejudices – for instance, in 1937 they held an art exhibition in Munich called “The 
Eternal Jew,” which gathered the most derogatory imagery of Jews in one place for visitors to 
gawk at, as if to confirm every lie they’d been told. 

It’s important to note that not every ordinary German or European bought into these hateful 
ideas – many did not initially hate their Jewish neighbors. But years of unrelenting 
propaganda and social pressure had an effect. It created a climate of indifference or silent 
acquiescence toward whatever “fate” the Nazis had in store for Jews. Nazi antisemitic 
propaganda “incited hatred and fostered a climate of indifference to [the Jews’] fate.” ( Nazi 
Propaganda | Holocaust Encyclopedia ) In other words, even those Germans who weren’t 
fanatical antisemites were conditioned to shrug off or ignore escalating persecution. This 
indifference would prove deadly. 

Visual evidence of antisemitism: Teachers might show examples of antisemitic propaganda to 
help students grasp how prejudice was spread. One such visual might be a 1930s Nazi 
propaganda poster depicting a grotesque caricature of a Jewish man alongside derogatory 
slogans. Another could be a photograph of a storefront in Germany around 1935 with a sign 
painted on the window reading “Juden unerwünscht” (“Jews unwanted”) – a chilling reminder 
that open discrimination became socially acceptable. These images underscore how deeply 
rooted and pervasive anti-Jewish bigotry was, setting the stage for the next phase: the Nazis 
turning prejudice into policy and, eventually, genocide. 

Critical Thinking Questions: 

●​ What were some of the oldest myths or stereotypes about Jews that the Nazis drew 
upon in their propaganda? Why might these have been effective in influencing public 
opinion? 
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●​ How can long-standing prejudices (even before any violence occurs) prepare the ground 
for later acts of persecution or violence against a group? Can you think of examples in 
history or today where negative stereotypes have had dangerous consequences? 

4. Rising Shadows: The Nazi Rise to Power 
In the early 1930s, Germany was a nation in crisis, and it was in this crisis that Adolf Hitler and 
his Nazi Party rose to power, bringing their antisemitic ideology from the fringes to the center of 
German government. After World War I, Germany had been saddled with the harsh Treaty of 
Versailles, economic turmoil (including hyperinflation in 1923), and mass unemployment during 
the Great Depression. Many Germans felt humiliated, desperate, and looking for someone to 
blame and someone to save them. Hitler offered both: he blamed traitors and “enemies” (chiefly 
Jews and communists) for Germany’s woes, and he promised to restore German pride, rebuild 
the economy, and ignore the Versailles Treaty. His message attracted a wide range of 
supporters, from jobless workers to fearful middle-class shopkeepers, nationalist WWI veterans, 
and wealthy businessmen. By 1932, the Nazi Party had become the largest party in the German 
parliament. 

On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany, the head of the 
government. This was a turning point. Hitler had come to power through legal means, but he 
and his inner circle immediately set about dismantling German democracy from within. In the 
months that followed, the shadows of Nazi rule quickly spread over Germany: 

●​ February 1933: A mysterious fire gutted the Reichstag (parliament) building. Hitler’s 
government blamed communist saboteurs and used the incident as a pretext to push 
President Paul von Hindenburg to suspend civil liberties. A Reichstag Fire Decree was 
issued that eliminated freedoms of speech, assembly, and privacy ( Nazi Propaganda | 
Holocaust Encyclopedia ). This allowed the Nazis to arrest thousands of political 
opponents, particularly Communists and Socialists, effectively silencing dissent. 

●​ March 1933: Through intimidation and political maneuvering, Hitler got the Reichstag to 
pass the Enabling Act. This critical law gave Hitler’s cabinet the power to enact laws 
without parliamentary consent, in effect giving Hitler dictatorial powers. With the 
Enabling Act in place, democracy in Germany was all but dead. The Nazis banned 
opposition parties and rounded up critics. By summer 1933, all other political parties 
were outlawed or dissolved themselves under pressure, making Germany a one-party 
state under Nazi control. 

●​ 1933–1934: The Nazi regime took over every aspect of public life – from the courts and 
police to newspapers and radio. Joseph Goebbels’ new Ministry of Propaganda and 
Public Enlightenment tightly controlled the media and arts ( Nazi Propaganda | 
Holocaust Encyclopedia ), ensuring the Nazi message was ubiquitous. Books deemed 
“un-German” (often by Jewish or liberal authors) were ceremoniously burned in public 
rallies. Local Nazi stormtroopers (SA) and the secret police (Gestapo) terrorized anyone 
deemed an opponent. Even within the Nazi ranks, Hitler solidified his control – in June 
1934, in the Night of the Long Knives, he ordered the purge of potential rivals within his 
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own paramilitary units. When Germany’s aged President Hindenburg died in August 
1934, Hitler merged the presidency with his chancellorship and declared himself 
“Führer” (leader) of Germany. The army swore an oath of personal loyalty to Hitler. The 
Weimar Republic had been replaced by the Third Reich, a totalitarian Nazi regime. 

For Germany’s Jews, the rise of the Nazis meant that the antisemitism which had once lurked 
in the shadows was now government policy. Within weeks of taking power, the Nazis began 
targeting Jews with measures that isolated them socially and economically (more on those in 
the next section). But even in these early days, Jews and others could sense the atmosphere in 
Germany turning hostile and dangerous. Personal stories illustrate how abruptly life 
changed: Hedy Epstein, who was a young Jewish schoolgirl in 1933, later remembered that 
almost immediately after Hitler took office, “school children who were friends of hers started 
shunning her” – refusing to play with her or sit with her, simply because she was Jewish . A 
former German-Jewish soldier recounted with pain how the Iron Cross medal he earned in 
World War I no longer protected him from insults under the new regime. These early incidents 
were harbingers of much worse to come, but at the time, some Jews thought (or hoped) that 
Nazi rule might be a short-lived extreme that would moderate with time. 

Why did so many Germans embrace or at least accept Hitler’s rule? The Nazis were masters of 
propaganda and mass persuasion. Hitler was a fiery public speaker who held huge rallies 
with theatrical flair – torches, marching bands, and banners – to stoke nationalist passion. (A 
visual example is the annual Nazi Party Rally at Nuremberg: photographs from 1934–1935 
show massive crowds at the Zeppelinfeld stadium, rows upon rows of uniformed Nazis and 
giant swastika flags, as Hitler’s car drove through the cheering throngs ( The Nuremberg Race 
Laws | Holocaust Encyclopedia ).) Such spectacles gave many Germans a feeling of unity and 
hope amidst chaos. Additionally, once in power, Hitler delivered on some of his promises that 
appealed to ordinary citizens: the economy did improve for a time, jobs were created through 
public works and rearmament, and Germany began to reassert itself on the world stage (defying 
Versailles, rebuilding the military). This made the regime popular in many quarters, buying 
public loyalty or at least acquiescence. At the same time, the Nazi police state made it 
dangerous to voice dissent. Surveillance, arbitrary arrests, and violence against critics meant 
that fear also kept people in line. 

By the late 1930s, a whole generation of German youth was being raised in the Hitler Youth 
and League of German Girls, effectively indoctrinated with Nazi beliefs. Propaganda poured 
out from radios, cinema, and newspapers daily, glorifying Hitler and demonizing those he 
labeled enemies (Jews above all). One key aspect of this propaganda was to prepare the 
German public to accept – or ignore – increasing persecution of Jewish neighbors. Goebbels’ 
Ministry of Propaganda relentlessly pushed antisemitic content that “played an integral role in 
advancing the persecution and ultimately the destruction of Europe’s Jews”, fostering an 
environment where many non-Jewish Germans felt indifferent to the Jews’ fate ( Nazi 
Propaganda | Holocaust Encyclopedia ). 

It’s worth noting that Hitler’s rise didn’t only alarm Jews. The Nazis were crushing all opposition 
– Communists, Socialists, liberals, and even some conservative opponents. The first 
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concentration camp, Dachau, was opened in March 1933 originally to imprison political 
prisoners (Communists, trade unionists, etc.) who opposed the Nazi regime. At this stage, these 
camps were not yet death camps but brutal prisons where inmates were tortured, forced into 
hard labor, and sometimes killed. They were yet another tool for Nazi domination. Still, it was 
the regime’s anti-Jewish actions that were among its most distinctive features from the outset. 

Visual tools for this section: A timeline graphic or chart of Hitler’s consolidation of power 
(1933–1934) could help students follow the political events, from the Reichstag Fire to the 
Enabling Act to Hitler becoming Führer. Political cartoons from the era can also illustrate how 
democracy was undermined (for example, cartoons showing Hitler tearing up the constitution). 
Additionally, showing a short video clip of a Nazi rally or Hitler’s speech at a rally could help 
students grasp the emotional force of these events – how otherwise ordinary people might get 
swept up by the fervor of the crowd. However, it's crucial to debrief and remind students that 
behind the spectacle was a regime built on terror and hate. 

Critical Thinking Questions: 

●​ What conditions in Germany and Europe after World War I helped Hitler and the Nazi 
Party gain popularity and eventually seize power? (Think about economic problems, 
political instability, and societal fears.) 

●​ Once Hitler became Chancellor, what steps did the Nazis take to eliminate opposition 
and establish a dictatorship? Why do you think many Germans went along with these 
changes? (Consider both the persuasive tactics and the use of fear.) 

5. The Grip Tightens: Persecution and Isolation 
With the Nazis firmly in control of Germany by the mid-1930s, they turned the full force of the 
state against the Jews. What had been hateful words and sporadic discrimination now became 
a systematic campaign to isolate, impoverish, and demean Germany’s Jewish population. 
During this period (1933–1939), life for Jews in Germany grew darker with each passing year as 
one anti-Jewish law or decree after another stripped away their rights and their dignity. 

Some key steps in the escalating persecution of Jews in 1930s Germany: 

●​ 1933: Almost immediately after taking power, the Nazi government began organizing 
actions against Jews. In April 1933, they declared a nationwide boycott of 
Jewish-owned businesses. Stormtroopers stood menacingly outside Jewish shops 
painting “Jude” (Jew) on windows and discouraging (or outright preventing) customers 
from entering. Also in 1933, Jews were expelled from the civil service, meaning 
Jewish teachers, professors, judges, and other government workers lost their jobs . New 
laws restricted the number of Jewish students in public schools and universities. That 
same year, local communities and professional associations started “Aryanizing” – 
excluding Jews from sports clubs, music ensembles, farming cooperatives, etc. In effect, 
Jews were being pushed out of everyday social life. Jewish Germans, who had thought 



themselves equal citizens, suddenly found themselves treated as outsiders.​
 

●​ 1935 – The Nuremberg Laws: The persecution was codified into law in September 
1935 when the Nazis announced the infamous Nuremberg Race Laws ( The 
Nuremberg Race Laws | Holocaust Encyclopedia ) ( The Nuremberg Race Laws | 
Holocaust Encyclopedia ). These laws did two major things. First, the Reich Citizenship 
Law stripped Jews of German citizenship, reducing them to mere “subjects of the state.” 
No longer could Jews claim the rights of citizens; legally, they were now second-class. 
Second, the Law for the Protection of German Blood and Honor forbade marriage or 
sexual relations between Jews and non-Jewish Germans. It also forbade Jews from 
flying the German flag and later defined who was considered “Jewish” (anyone with 
three or four Jewish grandparents, for example, regardless of whether that person 
practiced Judaism or even identified as Jewish). The Nuremberg Laws essentially made 
Jews legally different from their neighbors and set the stage for further exclusions 
(The Nuremberg Race Laws | Anne Frank House) ( The Nuremberg Race Laws | 
Holocaust Encyclopedia ). After 1935, signs reading “Jews Not Wanted” or “Jews 
Forbidden” became much more common in public facilities – parks, theaters, cafes – 
since the law now backed such discrimination. For instance, a 1939 hotel flyer in 
Hamburg bluntly informed Jewish guests that they were not permitted in the hotel’s 
restaurant or bar and must take their meals in their rooms ( The Nuremberg Race 
Laws | Holocaust Encyclopedia ). Germans were being conditioned to accept that Jews 
had no place in “normal” society.​
 

●​ Late 1930s – Increasing Isolation: Between 1936 and 1939, the Nazis tightened the 
noose. Jews were barred from more professions (doctors could no longer treat 
non-Jewish patients; lawyers could not practice law). Jewish businesses were targeted 
for “Aryanization,” a euphemism for forced sale or confiscation. Jewish owners had to 
sell their shops, factories, and even homes at a fraction of their value to non-Jewish 
Germans. For example, in Berlin, Ruth Gabriele Silten’s grandfather was forced to 
sell his pharmacy and factory for a pittance to an Aryan owner in 1938 ( The 
Nuremberg Race Laws | Holocaust Encyclopedia ). Facing such pressures and fearing 
worse to come, many Jews tried to emigrate. Ruth’s father decided the family should 
move to Amsterdam for safety. Ruth was only 5 years old at the time and “didn’t 
understand why she had to leave” her home ( The Nuremberg Race Laws | Holocaust 
Encyclopedia ). Her confusion captures the bewilderment of Jewish children during this 
time – they were being torn from the only life they knew, because their families no longer 
felt safe in their homeland. Some parents managed to send their children abroad on 
rescue missions like the Kindertransport (a program in 1938–1939 that brought about 
10,000 Jewish children from Central Europe to safety in Britain). One of those children 
was Anne Kelemen, a 13-year-old girl from Vienna. After the Nazis annexed Austria in 
1938 (the Anschluss), conditions for Jews in Austria quickly mirrored those in Germany. 
Anne witnessed violent antisemitic acts in Vienna – she remembered seeing her own 
father’s textile shop ransacked by Nazi thugs, and elderly Jewish men being forced to 
scrub sidewalks with toothbrushes while being taunted by crowds (Survivor Story: Anne 
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Kelemen - Claims Conference). On November 9, 1938, during Kristallnacht, her mother 
saw fires and told Anne, “Something terrible is happening; there are fires everywhere.” 
(Survivor Story: Anne Kelemen - Claims Conference) Soon after, Anne’s parents 
managed to get her on a Kindertransport to England in May 1939, a decision that saved 
her life but meant an almost unbearable separation (she would never see her parents 
again). Stories like Ruth Silten’s and Anne Kelemen’s were repeated thousands of times, 
as Jewish families grappled with the awful choice of whether to flee their country, often 
penniless and uncertain of refuge, or stay and hope the storm would pass.​
 

●​ Kristallnacht – “The Night of Broken Glass” (November 9–10, 1938): This was a 
nationwide pogrom – an organized spree of anti-Jewish violence – and a grim 
milestone in the Nazi persecution of Jews. The pretext was the assassination of a 
German diplomat in Paris by a young Jewish man, but the Nazi response far exceeded 
any sense of retaliation. On Kristallnacht, Nazi paramilitary groups (like the SA) and 
civilians, spurred on by Goebbels and other officials, attacked Jewish synagogues, 
homes, and businesses across Germany, Austria, and the Sudetenland. They smashed 
windows of Jewish shops (hence “Night of Broken Glass”), looted merchandise, burned 
down over 250 synagogues (Survivor Story: Anne Kelemen - Claims Conference), 
vandalized Jewish cemeteries and schools, and beat Jews in the streets. Approximately 
100 Jews were murdered during the pogrom, and around 30,000 Jewish men were 
arrested and sent to concentration camps such as Dachau, Buchenwald, and 
Sachsenhausen (Gerald Liebenau: Memories of Kristallnacht) (most were released 
weeks or months later, on condition that they arrange to emigrate). The police and fire 
brigades had orders not to intervene to protect Jews or their property – they only acted 
to prevent flames from spreading to Aryan property (Survivor Story: Anne Kelemen - 
Claims Conference). A German Jewish eyewitness described waking up to see the 
synagogue in his town on fire and firemen standing by doing nothing, as uniformed 
Nazis cheered. Thirteen-year-old Anne Kelemen in Vienna recalled her family’s fear as 
the riots raged: “We heard a lot of shouting and screaming… My mother said I am not to 
open the windows or leave the house or go to school.” (Survivor Story: Anne Kelemen - 
Claims Conference) She could smell smoke from the burning synagogues and see the 
glow of fires in the distance. The next morning, streets were littered with glass shards 
and debris. For most Jewish families, Kristallnacht was a clear sign that violence was 
now officially sanctioned. It shattered any remaining illusion that things might blow 
over. After November 1938, Jewish emigration surged – those who could still leave 
frantically sought visas to anywhere that would take them. Unfortunately, the world’s 
doors were closing; countries like the United States, Britain, and others had strict quotas 
and were reluctant to accept large numbers of Jewish refugees (the Evian Conference in 
July 1938 had tragically demonstrated the international community’s unwillingness to 
offer refuge on a significant scale). Thus, many Jews were trapped.​
 

By 1939, German Jews had been almost completely marginalized. They had lost their 
citizenship, their jobs, much of their property, and their sense of security. Many Jewish children 

https://www.claimscon.org/regions/north-america/united-states/new-york/survivor-story-anne-kelemen/#:~:text=In%201938%2C%20Austria%E2%80%99s%20Jewish%20population,Austrian%20students%20must%20ignore%20them
https://www.claimscon.org/regions/north-america/united-states/new-york/survivor-story-anne-kelemen/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWe%20heard%20a%20lot%20of,%E2%80%9D
https://www.claimscon.org/regions/north-america/united-states/new-york/survivor-story-anne-kelemen/#:~:text=,mass%20destruction%20carried%20out%20in
https://www.ushmm.org/remember/holocaust-survivors/first-person-conversations-with-survivors/first-person/gerald-liebenau-memories-of-kristallnacht#:~:text=Gerald%20Liebenau%3A%20Memories%20of%20Kristallnacht,%E2%80%9D
https://www.claimscon.org/regions/north-america/united-states/new-york/survivor-story-anne-kelemen/#:~:text=,mass%20destruction%20carried%20out%20in
https://www.claimscon.org/regions/north-america/united-states/new-york/survivor-story-anne-kelemen/#:~:text=,mass%20destruction%20carried%20out%20in
https://www.claimscon.org/regions/north-america/united-states/new-york/survivor-story-anne-kelemen/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWe%20heard%20a%20lot%20of,%E2%80%9D
https://www.claimscon.org/regions/north-america/united-states/new-york/survivor-story-anne-kelemen/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWe%20heard%20a%20lot%20of,%E2%80%9D


could no longer attend public school and had to go to all-Jewish schools (if those still 
functioned) or no school at all. Jews were banned from parks, libraries, and theaters. They were 
required to carry special identity cards marked with a red “J” ( The Nuremberg Race Laws | 
Holocaust Encyclopedia ), and by 1939, German Jews had to adopt an additional name (“Israel” 
for men and “Sara” for women) on legal documents to mark them as Jewish. Daily life became a 
web of humiliations and risks. A diary entry by a Jewish teenager, Klaus Langer, in 1938 
captures the despair as he tried to secure papers to emigrate and wrote about the mounting 
restrictions; he lists, for instance, how his family's radio was confiscated (Jews weren’t allowed 
to own them) and how his non-Jewish friends drifted away because they feared guilt by 
association (Primary Sources: The Holocaust: Kristallnacht). 

Other countries under Nazi influence began to mirror these policies. In 1938, for instance, 
Hungary and Romania (allies or client states of Germany) passed their own anti-Jewish laws 
limiting Jews in professions and stripping some rights. Anti-Jewish sentiment, long present in 
Europe, was emboldened by Hitler’s example. 

By the eve of World War II, the roughly 200,000 Jews still in Germany (down from about 
500,000 in 1933 due to emigration) lived in terror and isolation. Many smaller towns were now 
“Judenrein” (cleansed of Jews) because Jews had fled to larger cities or been forced out. The 
once-thriving German-Jewish culture had been effectively dismantled. Yet, as dire as things 
were, worse was still to come once war began. The 1930s had been about persecution and 
isolation; the 1940s would be about systematic mass murder. 

Visual aids: A powerful way to visualize this stage is through side-by-side photographs: one of 
a busy Jewish-owned shop in Germany in 1932, full of customers – and another of that same 
shop in 1938 after Kristallnacht, its windows shattered and interior wrecked. Maps can also 
show the progression: for example, a map of Europe highlighting Germany and Austria with 
arrows indicating Jewish flight routes (to England, to the U.S., to Palestine, etc.) demonstrates 
how people were fleeing. Artifacts like the yellow Star of David badge (which German and 
Polish Jews were forced to wear by 1939–1941) can also be shown; seeing a cloth star with the 
word “Jude” that someone had to pin on their coat brings home the personal impact of these 
policies. 

Critical Thinking Questions: 

●​ How did the Nazi government step by step isolate Jews from the rest of German 
society in the 1930s? Can you list some specific laws or events that contributed to this 
isolation? 

●​ Imagine you are a Jewish teenager in Germany in 1938. What kinds of choices or 
dilemmas might your family be facing? (For example: whether to flee the country, how to 
keep your business or livelihood, how to deal with former friends who now shun you.) 
What emotions might you be feeling? 

6. War and Ghetto: The Holocaust Begins 
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On September 1, 1939, Nazi Germany invaded Poland, igniting World War II. This expansion of 
war marked a horrifying new phase for Europe’s Jews. The Holocaust – the attempt to annihilate 
the Jewish people – moved from discrimination to mass violence. As German armies conquered 
vast territories, millions more Jews fell under Nazi control, and the regime’s policies turned 
increasingly radical and deadly. In many ways, the Holocaust began under the cover of 
World War II. 

Invasion of Poland (1939) – the Ghettos: Poland was home to over 3 million Jews, the largest 
Jewish population in Europe (Murder of the Jews of Poland). The Nazis viewed Polish Jews with 
the same hatred as German Jews, but now they had the “opportunity” (in their eyes) to deal with 
far larger numbers. Immediately after Poland’s defeat in September 1939, German authorities 
began a campaign of terror against Polish Jews. Jews were forced to wear identifying armbands 
or badges (usually a white armband with a blue Star of David in Poland (Warsaw Ghetto)). 
Jewish businesses were looted; adults were conscripted for forced labor; random executions 
and beatings by German soldiers or police were not uncommon. By the end of 1939 and into 
1940, the Nazis started herding Jews into ghettos – sealed off districts in cities and towns 
where Jews were forced to live, separate from the rest of the population. 

Life in the ghettos was cruel and inhumane. In Warsaw, for example, an entire Jewish 
community of hundreds of thousands was confined within a few square miles. The Warsaw 
ghetto eventually held about 450,000 Jews packed into very cramped quarters (An Exercise 
in Depravity: The Establishment of the Warsaw Ghetto), with high brick walls and barbed wire 
sealing them in. Similar ghettos were established in cities like Łódź, Kraków, Lviv, and hundreds 
of smaller towns. Conditions in ghettos were deliberately horrific: food and fuel were scarce (the 
Germans set ration levels far below survival needs), disease ran rampant due to overcrowding 
and poor sanitation, and the Jewish ghetto administrations (called Judenräte) struggled under 
impossible conditions to fulfill German orders while trying to keep their people alive. Personal 
diaries from within ghettos give us a window into this hellish life. “All day long I had nothing to 
eat but water (soup)… It’s more and more difficult for me to go on starving… I was so 
weakened… I thought I would collapse,” wrote Dawid Sierakowiak, a Jewish teenager in the 
Łódź ghetto, on July 19, 1941 (Hunger – Tisha B’av – Diaries of David Sierakowiak – So You 
Want To Write A Holocaust Book?). His diary describes relentless hunger and exhaustion. 
Thousands indeed collapsed from starvation – in the Warsaw ghetto, an average of Starvation 
and disease claimed tens of thousands of lives even before any killing centers were built. 
Despite the suffering, many Jews in ghettos tried to maintain a semblance of normal life: they 
ran secret schools for children, engaged in smuggling to get extra food, and documented 
everything in diaries and underground archives (such as the Oneg Shabbat archive in Warsaw 
(Warsaw Ghetto)) to preserve the memory of their community. 

Why did the Nazis create ghettos? At this stage, the Nazi leadership was contemplating how to 
solve what they called the “Jewish Question” in the newly conquered lands. Ghettos were a way 
to concentrate and control the Jewish population, essentially turning Jewish districts into 
prisons. The ghettos also served economic purposes for the Nazis: they exploited Jewish labor 
(workshops in ghettos made goods for the German war effort, essentially turning Jews into 
slaves), and they facilitated the theft of Jewish property (when Jews were forced to move into 
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ghettos, they had to abandon homes and valuables which could be taken by Germans or local 
collaborators). While ghettos were officially described as a temporary measure, they were in 
reality deadly waystations. The intention was that Jews wouldn’t survive long there unless they 
were productive slaves; and indeed, many did not survive long. By the end of the war, very few 
inhabitants of the major ghettos were still alive – most perished either from the brutal ghetto 
conditions or in the next phase of genocide when the ghettos were “liquidated” (emptied) and 
the residents deported to killing sites. 

The War Spreads (1940–1941): Germany’s war successes in 1940 brought much of Western 
Europe under Nazi domination. Countries like France, the Netherlands, Belgium, and others 
fell to the German Blitzkrieg. Suddenly, Jews in those countries – many of whom had thought 
themselves safe from Hitler – were within reach of the Nazi regime. In the early years of 
occupation, Jews in Western Europe faced discriminatory laws similar to those in Germany 
(wearing the yellow star, curfews, confiscation of property, dismissal from jobs, etc.), but mass 
killing of Jews had not yet begun in the West. Instead, the Holocaust’s most violent phase first 
unfolded in the East. 

On June 22, 1941, Hitler launched Operation Barbarossa, the massive invasion of the Soviet 
Union. This campaign was devastating on multiple levels – it was a war of conquest, but also a 
racial and ideological war against “Jewish Bolshevism.” Hitler viewed the war against the USSR 
as a war against Jews and communists, whom he saw interchangeably as enemies. With the 
German army’s advance into Soviet territories (which included present-day Ukraine, Belarus, 
the Baltic States, and parts of Russia), the Nazis encountered millions more Jews. Mobile 
killing units, known as Einsatzgruppen, were assigned to follow the front-line troops and carry 
out the wholesale slaughter of Jewish communities (as well as communist officials, Roma, and 
others). These units, composed of SS and police, often with local collaborators, would enter 
towns after they were seized and immediately begin rounding up Jewish men, and soon women 
and children as well. They carried out mass shootings, usually just outside the towns. For 
instance, in late September 1941, not long after capturing Kyiv (Kiev) in Ukraine, German 
forces, assisted by local auxiliaries, murdered 33,771 Jewish men, women, and children in two 
days at a ravine called Babi Yar (The World Before: Jews and Jewish Life Before the Holocaust 
– The Holocaust:  Remembrance, Respect, and Resilience). Victims were forced to strip and 
line up at the edge of huge pits; then they were shot and their bodies toppled into what became 
mass graves. Similar massacres occurred in hundreds of locations across eastern Poland, 
Ukraine, the Baltic states, and Russia. Entire villages’ Jewish populations were wiped out in 
what has been called the “Holocaust by bullets.” By the end of 1941, these Einsatzgruppen 
and their collaborators had already killed around 1 million Jews in the occupied Soviet regions 
(The World Before: Jews and Jewish Life Before the Holocaust – The Holocaust:  
Remembrance, Respect, and Resilience). This was a major escalation – the first phase of 
outright genocidal killing in the Holocaust. 

Meanwhile, life in the ghettos of Poland and occupied Eastern Europe grew even more 
desperate. The German authorities began preparations to implement a “Final Solution to the 
Jewish Question,” a euphemism for mass murder, on an even larger, more systematic scale 
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(this plan would fully materialize in 1942, as described in the next section). But even before the 
gas chambers were built, the Holocaust was well underway through starvation and shootings. 

Jews under Nazi rule desperately sought ways to survive or escape. Some tried to hide. In 
Western Europe, where ghettos were generally not established (except briefly in places like the 
Netherlands), many Jews went into hiding or relied on non-Jewish friends to shelter them. The 
most famous example is Anne Frank’s family, who went into hiding in Amsterdam in July 1942. 
For two years, Anne, a teenage Jewish girl, and seven others hid in a secret attic space (the 
“Secret Annex”), completely shut off from the outside world. In her diary, Anne recorded not only 
the struggles of living in confinement but also news of what was happening to Jews outside. On 
May 18, 1943, from her hiding place Anne wrote: “Our many Jewish friends are being taken 
away by the dozens. These people are treated by the Gestapo without a shred of decency, 
loaded into cattle trucks and sent to Westerbork, the big camp in Drente… We assume that 
most of them are murdered. The British radio speaks of them being gassed.” (Anne Frank In the 
World - Teacher Workbook - Utah Education Network). This diary entry shows that by 1943, 
Jewish people like Anne, even in hiding, knew that deportation likely meant death – rumors via 
radio and word-of-mouth indicated that Jews were being systematically killed (“gassed”). Anne’s 
perspective as a 14-year-old makes it especially poignant: she knows friends and 
acquaintances – people she used to see at school or around town – are now gone, probably 
forever, and she and her family live with constant fear that they will be discovered and share the 
same fate (indeed, they were discovered in 1944, and Anne ultimately perished in 
Bergen-Belsen camp). 

In Eastern Europe, some Jews also tried to hide – in forests, or by obtaining false identities – 
but doing so was extremely difficult amid the chaos of war and occupation. Others resisted in 
whatever ways possible: for example, small groups of Jewish fighters escaped to forests in 
places like Belarus to join partisan units (armed resistance fighters) against the Nazis. Inside 
ghettos, underground resistance organizations formed; they gathered weapons and planned 
uprisings (the most famous would be the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising in 1943). These acts of 
resistance, though courageous, could not stop the Nazi killing machine – but they did 
demonstrate incredible bravery and the human spirit’s refusal to go quietly. 

By late 1941, the Holocaust was entering its most deadly phase. In secret, Nazi officials were 
gearing up for the “Final Solution”, a plan to murder every last Jew they could catch, using 
even more direct and industrialized methods. Part of this plan was already unfolding: in 
December 1941, the Nazis began operating mobile gas vans at a killing site called Chełmno in 
occupied Poland. At Chełmno, Jews from the Łódź ghetto and surrounding areas were loaded 
into large trucks whose exhaust pipes were re-routed into sealed compartments holding people. 
The carbon monoxide from the engine would suffocate the victims as the van was driven to a 
mass burial site (Hunger – Tisha B’av – Diaries of David Sierakowiak – So You Want To Write A 
Holocaust Book?). A diary entry by Dawid Sierakowiak in March 1942 notes the “deportations” 
from the Łódź ghetto and how people had heard that those taken away were being killed by gas 
in vans (Hunger – Tisha B’av – Diaries of David Sierakowiak – So You Want To Write A 
Holocaust Book?). Chełmno was the first death camp using poison gas – a grim prototype of 
what was to come (Murder of the Jews of Poland). In January 1942, top Nazi officials gathered 
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at the Wannsee Conference near Berlin to coordinate the logistics of the “Final Solution,” 
effectively sealing the fate of European Jewry. 

Visual aids: A map of Europe in 1942 showing Nazi occupation (covering almost all of 
continental Europe) with symbols or shading to indicate ghettos in the East and concentration 
camps could help students visualize the geographical scope. Photos of ghettos, such as an 
image of children behind the ghetto wall or fence begging for food, or a street crowded with 
people wearing Star of David armbands, can convey the conditions. For the Einsatzgruppen 
massacres, one might show a now-famous photograph of the aftermath at Babi Yar or another 
mass shooting site (though such images can be disturbing, they typically show rows of bodies or 
abandoned clothing, not explicit gore). Even showing a simple image of a cattle car (boxcar) 
that was used to transport Jews can help students grasp the reality of deportations that Anne 
Frank described in her diary. 

Critical Thinking Questions: 

●​ Why did the Nazis establish ghettos in Poland and other occupied territories, and what 
were conditions like inside these ghettos? 

●​ Consider the quote from Anne Frank’s diary about people being loaded into cattle cars 
and possibly gassed. How do first-hand accounts (like Anne’s diary or Dawid’s diary) 
deepen our understanding of what Jewish people were experiencing as the Holocaust 
began? What emotions do you notice in their words? 

7. The Machinery of Death: The Systematic Murder of 
Millions 
By 1942, the Nazi regime had transitioned from persecution to full-scale genocide. This phase 
of the Holocaust saw the creation of an efficient, factory-like system for mass murder – a 
“machinery of death” that claimed the lives of millions. The Nazis and their collaborators 
implemented what they called the “Final Solution to the Jewish Question,” aiming to annihilate 
the entire Jewish population of Europe. This was genocide on an unprecedented scale, carried 
out with chilling bureaucratic precision. 

The core of this killing machine was a network of extermination camps – killing centers 
designed for mass murder. Unlike the early concentration camps (which were brutal 
prisons/work camps), these new facilities existed primarily or exclusively to kill human beings in 
large numbers, as quickly and “efficiently” as possible. The extermination camps were mostly 
located in occupied Poland, where the largest Jewish populations were. They included camps 
such as Chełmno, Bełżec, Sobibór, Treblinka, Majdanek, and the most infamous of all, 
Auschwitz-Birkenau. 

At a high-level meeting in January 1942 (the Wannsee Conference), Nazi officials coordinated 
plans to deport Jews from all over Europe to these camps for elimination. Trains became the 
arteries of the Holocaust, transporting victims from ghettos, transit camps, and prisons to the 



killing centers. Cattle cars crammed with terrified men, women, and children rolled across the 
continent, often for days, with little food or water. Survivors of these journeys recall people dying 
of thirst or suffocation en route. One survivor, Henry Meyer, described arriving at a place he’d 
never heard of: “Through the steam, I saw a sign: 'Auschwitz.' I didn’t know what it was, but a 
minute later, I found out.” (Holocaust Memorial Day: Theme, Quotes From Survivors That Will 
Help You Understand The Horror | IBTimes). That sign, “Auschwitz,” would soon become 
synonymous with human evil. 

Auschwitz-Birkenau, located in occupied Poland, was the largest of the Nazi camps and a 
central pillar of the extermination system. It was actually a complex of camps, including a labor 
camp (Auschwitz I), the Birkenau extermination camp (Auschwitz II), and others. Starting in 
mid-1942, Auschwitz-Birkenau was equipped with large gas chambers and crematoria. Cattle 
cars full of Jews (as well as Roma and others) arrived daily. SS doctors and officers performed 
“selection” on the train platform: able-bodied men and women were separated from those 
deemed too old, too young, or too weak. A survivor named Bella Benozio Ouziel remembered 
how on arrival, “They said separate: children, men, women and older people. Me and my sister 
were separated with the young ones. I had my little sister in my arms, and one of the SS came 
over and took my little sister and gave her to my stepmother. He pushed me to the other side.” 
(Holocaust Memorial Day: Theme, Quotes From Survivors That Will Help You Understand The 
Horror | IBTimes). In Bella’s case, her little sister and stepmother were sent one way, and she 
another – she never saw them again. Typically, those sent to one side (often women with young 
children, the elderly, the sick) were marched straight to the gas chambers, told they were going 
for showers to be deloused. Those sent to the other side were registered as prisoners and used 
for forced labor – but even many of them would be worked or starved to death eventually. 

Inside the camps, the killing was done using poison gas as the primary method. At Auschwitz 
and Majdanek, the SS used a pesticide chemical called Zyklon B – pellets that release a lethal 
cyanide gas when exposed to air. They would lock a large group of victims (often 2,000 or more 
at a time) into a gas chamber disguised as a shower room and drop Zyklon B pellets in from 
above. Within minutes, everyone inside died of asphyxiation (Murder of the Jews of Poland). An 
SS man or prisoner forced to assist would then look through a peephole to confirm that no one 
was left alive. In other camps like Treblinka, Sobibór, and Bełżec, they used engine exhaust 
(carbon monoxide) in gas chambers to kill. Prisoners (often Jewish prisoners coerced into doing 
this work) had to remove the bodies, extract gold teeth or remove jewelry (the Nazis 
shamelessly collected such valuables), and cremate the bodies in giant ovens or open-air pits. 
The process was gruesome and inhuman, treating people as if they were raw material on an 
assembly line. 

Survivor testimonies convey the horror of these death factories. “The smell was awful — things 
like that, you do not want to talk about… Because the pain and memory of suffering comes 
back,” said Eva Gryka Kohan of her experience in Auschwitz (Holocaust Memorial Day: Theme, 
Quotes From Survivors That Will Help You Understand The Horror | IBTimes). Another survivor, 
Sara Polonski Zuchowicki, recalled the dehumanization: “They brought us into Auschwitz. I 
could see the chimneys burning, smell the smoke… They gave us tattoos: 33076. I did not have 
a name anymore; just a number.” (Holocaust Memorial Day: Theme, Quotes From Survivors 
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That Will Help You Understand The Horror | IBTimes). Indeed, at Auschwitz each prisoner 
selected for work was tattooed with a number on their arm – their identity reduced to an 
inventory number in the Nazi system. Everything was done to strip individuals of humanity: 
heads were shaved, personal belongings stolen, families separated forever. One survivor, 
reflecting on the loss of her little sister in the camp, said, “She was beautiful, my little sister… 
They mustn’t have looked at her. If they had, they would never have killed her. They couldn’t 
have.” (Holocaust Memorial Day: Theme, Quotes From Survivors That Will Help You 
Understand The Horror | IBTimes). This haunting quote by Charlotte Delbo (a non-Jewish 
Auschwitz survivor speaking about a Jewish child) underscores how the Nazi system had 
blinded itself to the human beauty and value of its victims. 

The genocide spread to every corner of Nazi-occupied Europe. From 1942 onward, Jews from 
France, the Netherlands, Greece, Italy, Hungary – from as far west as the Atlantic coast and as 
far south as the Greek islands – were rounded up and deported east to the killing centers. In 
1944, even as Germany was losing the war, the Nazis expended resources to deport the Jews 
of Hungary; in just a few months (May–July 1944), nearly 440,000 Hungarian Jews were 
transported to Auschwitz, where the majority were gassed on arrival. 

The sheer scale of the killing is staggering. By the end of the Holocaust, roughly six million 
Jewish men, women, and children had been murdered (25 Quotes From Survivors, 
Supporters & Docents - Holocaust Museum Houston) – about two-thirds of the Jews in Europe, 
and over one-third of the world’s Jewish population. In Poland, which had the largest prewar 
Jewish community, about 90% of Polish Jews (around 3 million people) were killed (The 
World Before: Jews and Jewish Life Before the Holocaust – The Holocaust:  Remembrance, 
Respect, and Resilience). Entire families, even entire towns, were wiped off the map. In addition 
to the genocide of the Jews, the Nazis also targeted other groups in their murderous campaign: 
Roma (Gypsies) were massacred (an estimated 200,000 Roma were killed, some in the same 
gas chambers at Auschwitz), disabled persons were victims of a secret euthanasia program 
(the T4 program) that predated the Final Solution, Polish and Soviet civilians by the millions 
were murdered or worked to death, Soviet prisoners of war were starved or executed in huge 
numbers, and political prisoners, resistance fighters, Jehovah’s Witnesses, homosexuals, and 
others perished in the camps. It’s estimated the Nazis caused the deaths of around 11 million 
non-combatants in total, including the six million Jews (25 Quotes From Survivors, Supporters 
& Docents - Holocaust Museum Houston). The word “Holocaust” specifically refers to the 
genocide of the Jews, but when we remember this period we also acknowledge the many other 
victims of Nazi brutality. 

What made this destruction particularly chilling was its bureaucratic nature. Trains had 
schedules; camps kept meticulous records (when they weren’t trying to hide evidence); 
ordinary people became cogs in the machine – engineers to build railroads and gas 
chambers, clerks to schedule transports, chemists to supply Zyklon B, businessmen to bid for 
contracts using camp slave labor, etc. As one Holocaust scholar noted, it was a mix of modern 
efficiency with medieval cruelty. The machinery of death ran most efficiently when its parts did 
not stop to question what they were doing. 
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Despite the secrecy around the Final Solution, some information leaked out. By 1943, Allied 
governments knew that the Nazis were carrying out mass murder of Jews, though they did not 
know all the details at first. Earlier, in 1942, a Polish courier named Jan Karski informed Western 
leaders about the Warsaw Ghetto’s destruction and rumors of mass extermination. Two Slovak 
Jewish prisoners, Rudolf Vrba and Alfred Wetzler, managed to escape from Auschwitz in April 
1944 and wrote a detailed report about the mass gassings, hoping to warn the Hungarian Jews 
in time. (Tragically, the deportations in Hungary were already underway.) For the most part, 
however, the genocide continued with little interference until the tide of war turned and Allied 
forces began liberating territory in 1944–1945. 

In the face of this terror, there were still acts of resistance and heroism. Jewish prisoners rose in 
revolt at Treblinka and Sobibór in 1943, managing to destroy facilities and allowing a few 
dozen to escape (most were recaptured, but a few survived the war). Prisoners at Auschwitz 
blew up one of the crematoria in October 1944. These uprisings were extraordinarily difficult and 
came at a high cost, but they disrupted the Nazi killing operations, even if only briefly, and stand 
as testament to human courage. Likewise, some non-Jewish individuals risked their lives to 
save Jews – diplomats like Raoul Wallenberg in Budapest who issued protective passports, or 
ordinary families who hid Jews in barns or attics (like the ten Boom family in the Netherlands, 
featured in The Hiding Place). Such rescuers were rare, but they showed that even amid a 
fearsome machinery of death, there were people who refused to be complicit and who valued 
human life. 

Visual aids: To illustrate this section, one might show an image of the entrance to Auschwitz – 
the gate with the sign “Arbeit macht frei” (“Work sets you free”) – an ironic motto since for most, 
the only exit was death. Photos taken after liberation show the mountains of shoes, 
eyeglasses, or hair that the Nazis collected from victims, stark evidence of mass murder. For 
example, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum often displays a room full of victims’ 
shoes; each pair of shoes silently speaks to a life lost. A photograph of the empty Zyklon B cans 
or the ruins of a gas chamber/crematorium at Auschwitz can also concretely show students 
what the “machinery” looked like (Murder of the Jews of Poland) (Murder of the Jews of Poland). 
Maps showing deportation routes from various European capitals to camps like Auschwitz can 
drive home how widespread the Final Solution was. 

Critical Thinking Questions: 

●​ What made the Nazis’ “Final Solution” so devastatingly effective in carrying out mass 
murder? Consider the technology (gas chambers, railroads) and the organization 
(planning, coordination) involved. 

●​ After reading survivor accounts of the camps (for example, being separated from family, 
given a number instead of a name, witnessing the horrors of mass murder), what 
thoughts or feelings do you have? Why is it important for us to hear and read these 
personal testimonies when studying this history? 

●​ The Holocaust targeted primarily Jews, but millions of others were victims as well. Why 
is it important to remember all the groups that were persecuted by the Nazi regime? 
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8. Reckoning with Horror: The Liberation of the Camps 
In 1944 and 1945, as Allied forces pressed in on the Nazi empire from east and west, the world 
would begin to discover the full scope of the Holocaust. The liberation of the concentration 
and extermination camps by Soviet, American, British, and other Allied troops brought 
face-to-face encounters with the almost unimaginable horror the Nazi regime had inflicted. The 
end of the war in Europe in May 1945 finally stopped the killing, but it also forced a reckoning: 
survivors, liberators, and the world at large had to confront the reality of what had happened and 
ask, What now? 

The first major camp to be liberated was Majdanek, in eastern Poland, which Soviet forces 
overran in July 1944. They found gas chambers and crematoria virtually intact and piles of 
ashes and bones – evidence that a mass killing operation had taken place there. The speed of 
the Soviet advance had not given the Nazis time to completely destroy the camp. Even so, 
when reports of Majdanek’s liberation reached the West, many people could not believe them; 
the scale of murder described sounded too extreme to be credible, and some assumed it was 
propaganda. Sadly, it was all true, and worse was yet to be uncovered. 

As the Soviets pushed westward, they liberated Auschwitz in Poland on January 27, 1945. 
They found only about 7,000 prisoners alive (the healthiest had been forced onto death 
marches days before), along with storehouses filled with hundreds of thousands of men’s suits, 
women’s dresses, and shoes – belongings of victims – and even 7 tons of human hair that had 
been packed for shipment to be used in textile manufacturing (Eisenhower’s Foresight: 
Protecting the Truth of the Holocaust - United States Holocaust Memorial Museum). These 
ghastly remnants were like silent witnesses to the crimes. Meanwhile, the Western Allies 
(Americans, British, Canadians, etc.) were advancing into Germany from the west. In April 1945, 
they began encountering the concentration camps on German soil: Buchenwald, 
Bergen-Belsen, Dachau, Mauthausen, and others. 

The scenes that Allied soldiers walked into defy comprehension. At Bergen-Belsen (liberated 
by British forces on April 15, 1945), there were around 60,000 prisoners, most in a state of 
severe starvation and sickness, and thousands of unburied corpses lying around the camp. 
The stench of disease and decay was overwhelming. Hardened combat troops were reduced to 
tears or rage at what they saw. At Buchenwald (liberated by Americans on April 11, 1945), 
General Dwight D. Eisenhower – the Supreme Allied Commander – personally visited the camp 
a few days after its liberation. Although he had seen the devastation of war, nothing prepared 
him for the Nazi camps. “He was unprepared for the Nazi brutality he witnessed at Ohrdruf (a 
sub-camp of Buchenwald) in April 1945. Bodies were piled like wood and living skeletons 
struggled to survive,” one account notes (Eisenhower’s Foresight: Protecting the Truth of the 
Holocaust - United States Holocaust Memorial Museum). Eisenhower observed the stacks of 
emaciated corpses and the barely alive prisoners with sunken eyes, and he wanted to ensure 
that the world would never be able to deny or forget what happened. He said, “I visited every 
nook and cranny of the camp because I felt it my duty to be in a position from then on to testify 
at first hand about these things.” (Dwight D. Eisenhower on the Camps - The Holocaust History) 
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He also ordered nearby German civilians to tour the camps – to see with their own eyes the 
result of the regime many of them had supported or tolerated – and he invited journalists and 
members of the U.S. Congress to bear witness. Thanks to this foresight, extensive photographs 
and newsreels of the camps were taken. These images, published in newspapers and shown in 
movie theaters back home, shocked the conscience of the world. One famous newsreel from 
Buchenwald shows Eisenhower and General Patton viewing a crematorium oven and charred 
remains; others from Dachau show American soldiers standing aghast amid heaps of bodies, 
and British footage from Belsen shows bulldozers pushing piles of corpses into mass graves 
(the prisoners were too diseased to bury the dead by hand, and an epidemic threatened the 
living). 

For the survivors, liberation was a moment of profound, if cautious, relief – but it did not bring 
instant peace or happiness. Most survivors were extremely weak; many were at death’s door. In 
the days and weeks after liberation, thousands of freed prisoners continued to die because 
of disease or the effects of prolonged malnutrition that their bodies could not reverse. Liberators 
tried to help, giving food, medicine, and care, but even giving food had to be done carefully 
(some starving people died from eating rich food too quickly). One American army doctor noted 
that when he first tried to feed starving prisoners some soup, they cried because their shrunken 
stomachs were in pain even from small amounts of nourishment. 

Emotionally, survivors faced the devastating realization that in many cases, their families were 
gone. A survivor named Gerda Weissmann, liberated in Czechoslovakia after a 350-mile death 
march, weighed 68 pounds and had snow-white hair at age 21. She later said that at the 
moment of liberation, she knew she was free but she also knew that “no one would ever wait for 
me at home” – her parents and brother had been killed (Quotes by Gerda Weissmann Klein 
(Author of All But My Life)). The joy of survival was tempered by grief, trauma, and uncertainty 
about the future. One British liberator at Belsen recalled a survivor asking him, “Why has it taken 
you so long to come?” – a heartbreaking question reflecting both gratitude and an agonizing 
sense of abandonment. 

In some camps, survivors were so numb that they didn’t initially react to their liberators. At 
Auschwitz, Soviet soldiers had to convince the skeletal prisoners huddled in barracks that they 
were truly free and the Germans were gone. Gradually, as it sank in, there were moments of joy: 
soldiers carried survivors out of hellish places, and medics gently tended to them. There are 
accounts of survivors spontaneously singing their national anthems or the Hebrew “Hatikvah” 
(meaning “The Hope”) when they realized they were liberated. But for many, the overriding 
feeling was emptiness and confusion – what now? 

The war in Europe ended on May 8, 1945 (V-E Day). By that time, the Allies had liberated all the 
major camps in the Reich. However, the human crisis did not end. Europe was left with 
hundreds of thousands of displaced persons (DPs) – among them around 200,000 Jewish 
survivors – who had no homes to return to. Many towns they came from no longer had any 
Jewish community, or were now under Soviet control, or were still rife with antisemitism (some 
returning Jews in Eastern Europe faced violence from locals). As a result, many survivors 
stayed in Displaced Persons camps in Germany, Austria, or Italy for years after the war, 
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waiting for permission to immigrate to places like Palestine (soon to be Israel), the United 
States, Britain, Canada, or Australia. Life in DP camps is a whole other chapter – but it’s part of 
the process of reckoning with the Holocaust’s aftermath: survivors slowly regaining their health, 
searching for any surviving relatives (posting lists of names, writing letters to Red Cross tracing 
services, etc.), and trying to rebuild their lives from nothing. 

The world’s reckoning also involved bringing the perpetrators to justice (the Nuremberg 
Trials and other tribunals would follow, where Nazi leaders were tried for war crimes and crimes 
against humanity) and remembering the victims. Soldiers like General Eisenhower understood 
that documentation was vital to prevent denial. He even said, “Get it all on record now – get the 
films, get the witnesses – because somewhere down the road of history some bastard will get 
up and say this never happened.” (Quote by Dwight D. Eisenhower: “Get it all on record now - 
Goodreads). His blunt words were prescient; indeed, Holocaust denial did emerge decades later 
on the fringes, but the overwhelming evidence gathered at liberation has been crucial in 
debunking lies. Photographs of the camps, testimonies of survivors and liberators, and the 
physical remains of camps preserved as memorials all serve as evidence and remembrance. 

By the end of Part 1 of this guide, we’ve traversed the timeline from Jewish life before the war, 
through the rise of Nazism and progressive persecution, into the depths of the genocide and 
finally its end with liberation. It is a journey filled with darkness, but also dotted with moments of 
courage and hope – the resilience of those who endured and the compassion of those who 
helped. Liberation was not the end of the story for survivors; they faced the daunting task of 
healing and rebuilding. And the world faced the task of learning the lessons of the Holocaust – 
about the dangers of unchecked hatred, the importance of standing up for human rights, and the 
need to remember. 

This sets the stage for Part 2, which would explore how survivors picked up the pieces, how the 
world sought justice for the perpetrators, and how we remember and learn from the Holocaust 
today. The liberation of the camps closed one of history’s darkest chapters, but it also opened 
new ones: dealing with the trauma, telling the stories, and ensuring “Never Again” is not just a 
slogan but a commitment. 

Visual aids: Imagery of liberation can be powerful here. Iconic photos include American 
soldiers opening the gates of Dachau to gaunt inmates reaching out in gratitude, or British 
medics at Belsen carrying very weak survivors to improvised hospitals. Another striking visual is 
General Eisenhower and other Allied generals walking through Ohrdruf (one photo shows 
Eisenhower with hand on his hip, face grim, looking at corpses laid out in front of him 
(Eisenhower’s Foresight: Protecting the Truth of the Holocaust - United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum)). Such images help students see the shock and emotion on liberators’ 
faces, which can speak volumes about what they encountered. A comparison might be made: 
an image of a survivor at liberation – thin, wrapped in a blanket – versus an image of that same 
person a year or two later after rehabilitation, perhaps smiling, to show recovery. Additionally, 
showing a photo of a Displaced Persons camp (with survivors gathering for a memorial service 
or children in a classroom) can segue into the post-war story. 
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Critical Thinking Questions: 

●​ What were the reactions of Allied soldiers when they liberated camps like Buchenwald or 
Bergen-Belsen? Why did leaders like Eisenhower insist on documenting what they found 
so thoroughly? 

●​ After liberation, Holocaust survivors faced many challenges. What do you think some of 
their most urgent needs were, and what emotions might they have experienced knowing 
they were free but having lost so much? 

●​ Liberation ended the Nazis’ crimes, but it didn’t immediately repair the damage done. In 
your view, what steps would need to be taken by the international community in the 
aftermath of the Holocaust to help survivors and to seek justice? (This question can help 
transition thinking towards the post-war trials, refugee issues, and the importance of 
remembrance.) 
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