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INTRODUCTION
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A study that deals with the behavior of German-Jewish functionaries in the Reich Association of Jews in Germany (Reichsvereinigung der Juden in Deutschland, RV) during the Holocaust risks receiving unwanted applause from the wrong side, that is, from those who wish to contend that the persecuted Jews participated in their own murder. It is my hope that my work does not in any way abet such mistaken assumptions, which serve to exculpate the German perpetrators. Rather, I have sought to determine what specific and ever-changing challenges and constraints the Jewish representatives faced in the years 1939 to 1945, and how they reacted to and grappled with these. Given the radicalization of the persecution of the Jews, intensified to the level of murder—evident from the rapid change in meaning that the concept of the so-called Final Solution was undergoing—they were repeatedly forced to attempt to fulfill what the National Socialist (NS) state demanded of them in a way that was not harmful to the Jewish population in the German Reich, but rather, if possible, was beneficial to the Jews remaining there. This was also the case when they were forced to participate directly in the preparations for the mass deportations. As we see more clearly in retrospect than the (Jewish) contemporaries were able to perceive at the time, such a delicate and dangerous balancing act was ultimately an impossible task. Nonetheless, over the span of some six years, they made the repeated attempt to achieve this aim.

Readers looking for simple answers will not find them here. Even if I focus on the attitudes, efforts, and ultimate unavoidable failure of the German-Jewish functionaries, it is important to be ever mindful of a central fact: they did not create the situation in which they were forced to act. If I endeavor to determine their latitude for action, this does not imply that they were in a position to exploit, refine, or expand that room to maneuver as they might desire. Moreover, even when they agreed to be included in (a small part of) the preparatory work leading to the murder of the Jews, and later did not refuse such entanglement, this does not mean that they were guilty of complicity in the Holocaust. That burden of culpability lies clearly with the perpetrators, their accomplices, and bystanders.1

At the outset of my investigation, I asked myself whether the Reich Association of Jews in Germany had been a kind of German Judenrat (pl. Judenräte), a Jewish council similar to those set up in the occupied territories.2 The task of the Jewish councils in the ghettos or in a specific territory was to implement the measures ordered by the occupiers, to keep statistics, vacate apartments, provide forced laborers, hand over valuables and tribute payments, and assemble transports to the extermination camps based on corresponding instructions given to them. However, as a rule, they also tried to organize provision of food, care for the needy, delay execution of orders imposed on them or work out ways to mitigate their severity, and to these ends exploit the rivalries that existed among the various factions within the occupiers. In short, their efforts were aimed at “buying survival time” for the respective ghetto, or, later, for its inhabitants deemed still able to work.3 As a rule, the German occupiers wanted the Jewish Communities (Gemeinden, sing. Gemeinde) to elect the Jewish councils themselves. These were to be headed by rabbis and influential individuals who were trustworthy and whom the ghetto residents would listen to and obey.

In the course of my own work on Jewish Mischlinge (i.e., “half Jews” and “quarter Jews,” “mixed-blood” Jews, sing. Mischling) and mixed marriages, I had repeatedly encountered the Reich Association of Jews in Germany, often mentioned in very neutral terms in the memoirs of survivors, sometimes noted full of gratitude or vilified with undisguised hatred. But much more frequently, it was not mentioned at all, although the Jewish spouses in mixed marriages and their children had had contact with the organization in a whole ensemble of concerns.4 By decree in 1939, all German or stateless Jews living in the German Reich had been forced to become members of the Reich Association.5 Some joined it voluntarily, and even those who kept their distance from the organization were included in its files and received orders and instructions from it. Between 1939 and 1945, all “full Jews,” according to the NS definition, who had not successfully concealed their Jewish origin had to deal with this organization in all matters of emigration, social welfare, relatives needy of support, children of school age, assignment to a Judenhaus (“Jews’ house,” pl. Judenhäuser), or for information of any kind. The members had to pay their dues, all Jews were obliged to report any change of residence or family status, and they were ordered to have any intended request or petition to a government office first checked by the Reich Association, to name but a few reasons for necessary contact. The Reich Association was directly subordinate to the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA), and was required to implement its orders or obtain permits for its activities and those of its district branches. Should the Reich Association be equated for these reasons with the Judenräte in the occupied territories?

The Jewish councils and the Reich Association had many similarities: the Jewish functionaries active on the boards of its predecessor organization, the Reich Representation of German Jews (Reichsvertretung der deutschen Juden), were placed in offices and leadership positions in the successor organization (at least those who were still in the country), at their head the respected rabbi Leo Baeck.6 Like the Jewish councils, the Reich Association was also required to implement Nazi German policy on the Jews in the Jewish population, keep statistics, evacuate apartments, collect valuables, and prepare confiscations of property. However, the German Jews did not live in ghettos, although in many localities they were forced to reside in assigned residential areas, in Judenhäuser or in barracks camps. The Nazi state had largely taken over the organization of forced labor, but the Reich Association was forced to participate in the financial looting of the members and deportees. This money was deposited in blocked accounts to which the Jews had no access, and confiscation of property and assets upon deportation was to the benefit of the German Reich. Thus, there are certainly external similarities with the Jewish councils, but these should not mislead us to inappropriately equate these institutions: the Reich Association had been established primarily to promote mass emigration. Its other tasks did not gain central importance until later over the course of time, and in terms of the motivation of its leadership, it was perceived as the continuation of the predecessor organization, which had been formed freely in 1933 to serve as a mouthpiece and to represent the interests of the Jews vis-à-vis the Nazi German state. The term Judenrat is laden with certain further tacit suspicions: for one, it suggests that ultimately, the Jewish representatives on the council acted against the interests of their wards, finally delivering them into the hands of death. Second, it intimates that there had been a real alternative for action in the East. In the occupied territories, that concrete option was flight: to flee from the ghetto into the forest and join the armed resistance. However, the German Jews had no such option: they lived in the land of the perpetrators, surrounded by German Volksgenossen who profited more or less from the employment bans on Jews, their expulsion and plundering. The official anti-Jewish measures in the Altreich (Germany in its 1937 borders) had not been imposed by some foreign occupying power, but rather had been conceived, successively implemented, and intensified in the country where they were citizens and with whose culture they largely identified. German forests provided Jews no protection, and in most instances they were forbidden by new legislation from even entering these wooded areas. Partisan bands had not been formed in the Altreich; instead, a dictatorship had established itself that enjoyed broad support, and with which most Volksgenossen could accommodate quite well (at least until 1943). Ultimately, the German resistance movement did not begin to deal with the persecution of the Jews and their murder until 1943, when most Jews had already been killed.7 In addition, the Jewish population in Germany that had not left the country by the time a prohibition on emigration was enacted in October 1941 was a group quite advanced in age, and with a high proportion of females. If they had remained leaderless, would they then have been able to rescue more people, as philosopher Hannah Arendt criticized the German-Jewish leadership in retrospect? Arendt called the role of the “Jewish leaders” “undoubtedly the darkest chapter of the whole dark story.”8 Yet she was mistaken if she sought to refer to the entire period from 1939 to 1945: yes, perhaps younger, more courageous Jews would have been able to flee across the border into neighboring countries up until the outbreak of the war. Maybe they would have succeeded in avoiding capture by the German troops. Nonetheless, these vague possibilities to flee the Reich were an option for only a very few, and only until September 1939. And these options evaporated in the autumn of 1941 with the beginning of the mass deportations. The majority of the German Jews, unorganized and leaderless (and here Arendt was right), would likely have lived in “chaos and plenty of misery.”9 And this majority, we must recall, was aged, often ill, or in need of care.

Most German historians who have dealt with the persecution of the Jews did not ask what possibilities and alternatives were open to the Jewish functionaries: for them, the Jews had been objects of action taken by the state and ultimately victims of the Holocaust, and as such they were devoid of any latitude for action, motives, or maxims.10 By contrast, Jewish historians dealt intensively with these topics from the 1950s well into the 1970s.11 Dan Diner gave important theoretical stimuli for analyzing the events.12 Doron Rabinovici drew on Diner’s ideas in his study of the Vienna Jewish Community, the “prototype” of a Jewish council,13 and these ideas have also influenced the present study of the Reich Association. Thus, Diner stressed that the Jews (and Jewish councils) were acting in a historical situation in which, presumably or actually, no final decision on their fate had as yet been made by the Nazi leaders. Consequently, they proceeded on the assumption that they still had “socially viable time” available.14 Confronted with real or apparent alternatives that might make their survival possible, they were forced “to anticipate the thinking of the National Socialists” and to develop a strategy to allow them to have a moderating influence on the thinking of their oppressors. They had to try to understand the logic of their adversaries rationally, and to attune themselves to this logic in order to be able to put forward proposals and suggestions that were in the interest of the National Socialists, but that always also served the aim of their own survival. For the Jewish councils in the ghettos, this was the exchange of work in order to buy time to survive.15 This ultimately meant they had to sacrifice some in their community in order to save the others.16 Yet unlike what the Jews assumed, the National Socialists, driven by a will to destruction, did not behave rationally; rather, as Diner terms it, they acted “counter-rationally.” They negated all “anticipations of human behavior ordinarily deemed to be universally valid,” instead bringing about the “rupture of civilization” (Zivilisationsbruch). Diner notes:

At the phenomenon’s center, the Jewish councils hovered between self-preservation and self-destruction; or put otherwise, at its center lay self-destruction by means of self-preservation. We face here a specific and terrible instance of a universally applicable borderline experience; it addresses basic assumptions about human nature and human behavior, bringing us to the fragile outer limits of reason and rationality.17

Caught up in the vortex of this “borderline experience,” or what Diner terms a “boundary locus,” this also means that the Jews were unable to fall back on any collective or individual experience in order to place in a familiar context what was happening to them and what they were reacting to; they were unable to apply again or modify any strategy that had been successful at some point in the past.18 At the end of the process, they found themselves in a “trap for action”: either they would contribute to the unobstructed course of destruction, or, by resisting, provoke mortal dangers for the community.19 For that reason, the point of departure for all efforts by the Jewish functionaries was concern for the welfare of the Jewish community. Doron Rabinovici summarized his findings on the Vienna Jewish Community: “It was not because the Jewish councils betrayed the Jewish community but because they attempted to act in their interest that the Jewish functionaries were condemned to see things from the perspective of the authorities. They had to think like Nazis in the interest of the Jews. … They followed the enemy’s orders closely because they hoped that in return it would also keep to the system it had itself ordained.”20 The Jewish functionaries tried to get their persecutors to adhere to rules and ways of behavior that they themselves were also bound to. In order to achieve this, they sought to recognize what the (ostensible) material interests of their persecutors were, as well as disputes among them over competence, their likes and dislikes, and to then make optimum use of this knowledge for their own benefit.

Against this backdrop, I formulated my own research questions: What had motivated the Jewish functionaries to remain in the German Reich and to assume an official position in the Reich Association? How did they orient their behavior within their own institution, vis-à-vis their compulsory members and those in power? What rules did they wish to implement? How did they try to connect their own interests in escape and survival with the orders of the RSHA? Did the German-Jewish functionaries also put forward an imaginary “proposal” for cooperation with their rulers, and what did it entail? Did they study the intentions of their persecutors, and where was it presumably possible for them to build on and utilize these intentions? Did they achieve any success, and if yes, what did that consist of, and how long did it last?

The Jewish functionaries’ “own interest” in the period 1939 to October 1941 lay primarily in assisting as many Jews as possible to flee from Germany. From 1941 to 1943, they sought to provide for those remaining in the Reich, while carrying out the orders for preparations for the deportations, seeking at the same time to postpone and mitigate the orders. They did this until, finally, the survival of the members and functionaries themselves was endangered. From 1943 to 1945, after the Reich Association was formally dissolved, Jewish intermediaries, so-called Vertrauensmänner (sing. Vertrauensmann), looked after the needs of Jews in mixed marriages. Central here too were provision of care and attempts to mitigate the situation as far as was possible, but they likewise were constrained to assist with preparations for the deportations. During all phases, the Jewish functionaries of the first and final hours always worked under strict control and overt or tacit threat of death. Thus, the question of how this impacted their activity and motivation runs like a dark thread through this entire study.

I examine these and further related questions in the five sections of this book: In chapter 1, the chaotic years from 1939 to 1941, after the establishment of the Reichsvereinigung, are explored. In chapter 2, my focus is on the work of their Berlin central office and the Jewish Community in Berlin, where by far most Jews in Germany lived. In chapter 3, the situation elsewhere in the Reich is examined, looking in particular at medium-sized cities where the regional branches of the Reich Association were active. I try to work out common features shared with the situation in Berlin, and also within the territory of the Altreich, as well as various differences. Chapter 4 investigates the working conditions of the Jewish intermediaries in the rump organization, the Rest-Reichsvereinigung, after the Reich Association was formally dissolved on 10 June 1943. Finally, chapter 5 looks at the postwar aftermath for the functionaries who had survived and stayed on in Germany, and the burdens and challenges they faced in starting a new life, concluding with a comprehensive summary of the entire study. In each of the five chapters, I also seek to shed light on the personal fate of the German-Jewish functionaries whose work I am examining. Since in contrast with the leading Berlin functionaries and heads of the regional branches, a larger proportion of the intermediaries survived, the final chapter of the study also explores their fate after the war. This look at the period after 1945 is intended to give an impression of the great burden of the past the small remaining German-Jewish community had to grapple with after liberation. The insidious functionalization of the Reich Association within the process of persecution had a lasting poisonous impact on relations within the Jewish Communities and between individuals. It brought the Allied occupying powers into the arena, who pursued a number of the few surviving Jewish functionaries as Gestapo collaborators, and ultimately also impacted on scientific inquiry of this topic.

To date, the history of the Reich Association of Jews in Germany, its leading functionaries, and its regional representatives has not been investigated in terms of the research questions formulated above. The research literature, which I confront critically in all sections of the present study, concentrated mainly on the fact that the Jewish community, even under the extreme conditions of National Socialist rule, preserved its concepts of humanity, its values and dignity.21 It is the particular merit of Otto Dov Kulka and the late Esriel Hildesheimer to have explored the strands of continuity in the work of the Reich Representation and the Reich Association, which they identified in the spheres of education, vocational training, and social welfare. They concluded that the chief priority for the Jewish leadership in each and every phase of the persecution was to preserve and maintain the material and psychological/spiritual existence of the Jews. Later on, that became the desperate struggle for the survival of the Jews and the humane face of their community.22 In this they agree with the surviving German-Jewish representatives.23 Yet the Jewish community was not an isolated, untouched island within the National Socialist dictatorship: the Jewish representatives always worked under direct Nazi control, “whether they cooperated or attempted to sidestep official decrees,” as Rabinovici noted regarding functionaries in Vienna.24 The continuity in personnel stressed by Kulka and Hildesheimer undoubtedly existed, yet the democratic election of the leading functionaries of the Reich Association lay up to six years in the past, when there were still a large number of Jewish groups operating in Germany. By 1939, most of their electors and colleagues had long since emigrated from the Reich. Nonetheless, the remaining Jewish representatives had actually almost all stayed on in Germany, principally in order to care for the needy. But the Reich Association was subordinated to the powerful RSHA, and the Jewish functionaries, who soon found themselves entrapped in the Reich, were walking down a dangerous path. They cooperated with their oppressors, yet an end to the process was nowhere in sight: in order to make mass emigration possible (especially from 1939 to October 1941) and to preserve the survival of the remaining community, they made decisions and accepted orders under duress that clashed fundamentally with their own identity and convictions. This practice served to turn their aspirations and claims into the very opposite of what they desired, and, with the slightest sign of protest, cost several of their most outstanding leaders, such as Otto Hirsch or Julius Seligsohn, their lives even before the beginning of the mass deportations. These representatives were forced to radically alter their ideas of social care and welfare, and ultimately had to sacrifice a part of the community in order—perhaps—to continue to care for the needs of those remaining and to be able to prevent even worse things. In short, their conceptions of humanity were subjected to an externally imposed rapid process of transformation, and they were in many instances stripped of their human dignity. In addition, from October 1941, they were constrained to participate in preparations for the mass deportations to the ghettos and concentration camps in the occupied Eastern territories. In this way, the focal point of their work successively shifted, until those dependent on protection and social care were likewise deported. To bracket out their part in preparations and organizing for the deportations—which became, step-by-step, in fact the main task of the Reich Association—means, at least at first glance, to concentrate solely on the non-problematic aspects of the history of the Reich Association. For Hildesheimer and Kulka, the history of the Reich Association ends with the deportation of the leading representatives in 1943, who had embodied the organization’s continuity with the Reich Representation. However, the deported Jewish functionaries continued their work in the committees inside the Theresienstadt ghetto camp, and their successors in the Altreich, the intermediaries, headed up the New Reich Association (or rump organization, the Rest-Reichsvereinigung) until the war’s end. Most of these final remaining Jewish functionaries had already worked earlier as legal “consultants” (Konsulenten, the Nazi term for Jewish lawyers) or “Jewish practitioners for the sick” (Krankenbehandler, the Nazi term for Jewish physicians)25 for the Reich Association or its institutions. They perhaps had little or no connection with Judaism as a religion, but they were not outsiders, and their activity is an integral component of the history of this organization. In the face of all the hostility they were subjected to by representatives of the Nazi regime or members of the Reich Association, they were the last Jewish officials who endeavored to protect the remaining not yet deported Jews.

In the 1960s, Otto Dov Kulka came across the extant though not complete files of the Reich Association in the Central State Archive in Potsdam in the German Democratic Republic (GDR),26 now accessible in the Federal Archive (Bundesarchiv) Berlin and in copy form in other archives. Naturally, the official protocols of the association’s board, memoranda, and correspondence of the board members and coworkers of the Reich Association had to be formulated in a neutralizing discourse under the Nazi regime. The memoranda in particular were presented to corresponding officials in the RSHA for approval. To express resistance and protest against these measures or fears about their effects in writing would have resulted in immediate arrest and internment in a concentration camp. Consequently, the existing documents seem almost like administrative instructions and orders, and thus strangely distant from the brutality of the persecution of the Jews of which they were nonetheless a part. In order to obtain a multiperspectival picture of how Jewish functionaries acted in the years 1939–1945, I utilized materials in Israeli, German, British, and American archives. These included posthumous papers, memoirs of survivors, letters or reports by later-murdered Jewish functionaries or their family members, and files on reparations. These reports, retrospective or written in the freedom of their country of emigration, constitute a necessary supplement to the central core of documentation of the Reich Association files: they enrich this material by adding the “unspeakable” and subjective perspectives on events, even if these sources were in part composed after the fact and with some cognizance of the Holocaust. Consequently, using these later-composed source materials harbors the danger that the judgment of a situation is distorted by knowledge acquired after the war. Frequently they also are tacitly imbued with the character of something written in order to justify and legitimate one’s own past actions. This notwithstanding, I chose to make use of them because they can cast needed light on the accompanying circumstances under which an ostensibly “neutral” document of the Reich Association was composed, or they permit me to include events whose mention was assiduously avoided in the contemporary correspondence of the Jewish functionaries. For that reason, along with the subjunctive mood, the modal adverbs “apparently,” “presumably,” “possibly,” “perhaps,” “probably,” and the qualifier “in retrospect” appear quite often in this study.

My investigation focuses on the history of the organization and its functionaries. But in order to make clear the different perspectives on events, I also always made selective use of source materials that provide a window into the perspective of the “ordinary members” and subordinate staff workers in the Reich Association, and that help to show how their attitude changed toward the activities of their representatives over time. I was able to locate such reports in the Yad Vashem Archive in Jerusalem, the US Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) in Washington DC, the Leo Baeck Institutes in Jerusalem, New York, and Berlin, and the Wiener Library in London. Some of these subjective documents were composed in retrospect, immediately after emigration or in the postwar period, so that they involve the same set of problems described above.

The Jewish-German functionaries of the first hour were almost all murdered, and the few survivors left relatively few testimonies, at best some short statements, mostly in interrogation or testimony in court. This gives rise to the problem of finding it necessary to utilize by and large the extant “official” or organization-internal documents in order to illuminate their motivation, how they understood their work, and the possibilities and limits for action. These documents contain no expression of their doubts and despair, fears, aversion and reluctance, their reservations, the humiliations they suffered or maltreatment they endured. Rather, they were specifically drafted to consciously ensure that any such reference to this was eliminated. The files of the Jewish Communities that I used to sketch and reconstruct the work of the Reich Association branches have a similar self-censored character. The sources I employed to help reconstruct the work of the Vertrauensmänner after June 1943 provide a different picture: housed in the main state archives (or still within the files of the public prosecutors) are the files of a number of postwar legal proceedings against responsible Gestapo leaders or other perpetrators. In these proceedings, surviving Jewish representatives and Jews in mixed marriages testified as witnesses. If these legal proceedings were proximate in time to the actual persecution, then persecutors, family members of the victims, returnees from concentration camps, and intermediaries were among the witnesses summoned, that is, the entire spectrum of events was addressed. This encompassed knowledge and partial knowledge about the mass murder of the Jews, the constant threat of death associated with the office a person held, the concrete pressures connected with specific measures of the Gestapo and other institutions of persecution, the isolation from the non-Jewish-German surroundings and the indifference pervasive there, as well as the isolated position of the Jewish functionaries in their own environment.

These source materials differ from those on which chapter 2 is based. They enable us to develop greater empathy for the individual actors than the “neutral” memoranda or minutes from the Reich Association board in its central office tend to allow. In addition, in the American and Soviet occupation zones, the organs of the occupying power gathered evidence against Jewish functionaries who had been accused of collaboration, generally by their own membership. In the worst-case scenario, these persons were subsequently convicted of complicity in Gestapo crimes and imprisoned in the same concentration camps in which they had been interned in 1938 after the November pogrom. While persons so accused were in time rehabilitated in the American zone, in the Soviet zone it generally took years until they were released—if indeed they survived this second phase of persecution and did not perish in the special camps of the Soviet occupying power in Germany’s east.

In this study, I have concentrated on the research questions outlined above, and have left out other thematic fields that likewise emerged as possible topics from work on the documentation of the Reich Association, such as the complex “Aryanization” of plots of land and buildings owned by the Reich Association and the educational efforts or work over years of the Jewish Kulturbund (Jewish Cultural Federation). I also have given only selective treatment to the various spheres of Jewish social welfare, in order to point to how their character changed over the course of the progressively worsening persecution, ultimately becoming part of the events of deportation.

This book deals with the leadership stratum of German Jewry from 1939 to 1945: the governing board of the Reich Association, Jewish functionaries in the Berlin central office, the key staff members and responsible officials in the branch offices across the Reich, and the heads of the Jewish Communities—that is, a limited circle of persons, yet one whose precise number is difficult to determine. They all had decided to remain in the German Reich, together with the members of their communities. As highly qualified legal experts, economists, or experts in other academic professions, they were accustomed to assuming the mantle of responsibility for others, to represent them and act on their behalf. They sought to build up a Jewish administration that implemented all orders and instructions from the Nazi rulers in such a manner that the latter would have no reason to carry out this work themselves. At the same time, this administration was structured so as to rule out any arbitrary action or corruption, in that it operated in accordance with the principles of adherence to a set of specified rules, transparent, working in accordance with fixed channels and assigned competencies and responsibilities. From the perspective of the Jewish representatives, their strategy of cooperation with the Nazi authorities was always bound up with their endeavor to decelerate events, and if possible to prevent the constant further radicalization of the National Socialist measures. That path proved to be a dangerous balancing act, a tightrope walk strung between their own desires, the massive external constraints, and an anticipatory obedience so as to avert further escalations. I also chose the concept of a “tightrope walk” (Gratwanderung, literally “walk along a ridge”) in my first extensive study on the topic, when I sought to analyze the changes that transpired in the relation of the Jewish functionaries to their compulsory membership in the Reich Association, looking at their efforts while walking a thin line between responsibility and entanglement.27 If the functionaries tried to extend their constantly shrinking latitude for action with respect to an (imagined) overall interest of their membership, then they themselves tended to curtail the individual latitude of the members for action by doing so. The members increasingly defended themselves against the control that the Reich Association exercised over them.28 By means of the strategy of cooperation, the Jewish functionaries intended quite the opposite, but the National Socialist state used them in order to implement its panoply of ordinances against the Jews. For many of those impacted by these measures, the Nazi persecution of the Jews thus also bore the thumbprint and face of its Jewish representatives, then and in retrospect, whose supervision they endeavored to elude and escape.
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Chapter 1

FROM “FORCED EMIGRATION” TO ASSISTING WITH THE DEPORTATIONS

[image: Images]

Created in Chaos

Pogrom as Prelude: November 1938

When Benno Cohn arrived at the Palestine Office1 on Meineckestrasse in Berlin on 10 November 1938, where he worked, a demolished building confronted him. Nonetheless, he was allowed to enter the ruined structure. Two hours later, all the telephone lines there had been cut. Paul Eppstein and Otto Hirsch from the Reich Representation of Jews in Germany (Reichsvertretung der Juden in Deutschland), whose office was located on Kantstrasse, did not even head for work first that day. Instead, they rushed immediately to the Reich Chancellery, hoping to be able to speak with State Secretary Lammers,2 but that proved to no avail. In marked contrast, at the very same time, their associate Franz Meyer at the Zionist Association of Germany (ZVfD) was sitting down in his office, “in keeping with the false slogan we always adhered to: just go on as if everything was operating as per normal,” he later noted in 1946.3 Hans Reichmann experienced the pogrom that day in the main office of the Central Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith (Centralverein, CV) on Emserstrasse.4

Behind these Jewish functionaries lay a night of sheer violence: synagogues had burned, Jewish establishments, businesses, and institutions both in Berlin and the provinces had been demolished, Jews had been attacked, robbed, manhandled, and mistreated, and more than ninety Jews had lost their lives. In their organizations and beyond, the representatives feverishly discussed what should be done. Zionists and officials in the Reich Representation and the Central Association ordered their offices closed, although the CV decided to keep open an emergency service.5 Around noon, mass arrests commenced.6 Some thirty thousand Jews, men from all areas of the German Reich, were seized and sent off to the Sachsenhausen, Buchenwald, and Dachau concentration camps.7 Not for the first time, the functionaries of the Reich Representation and other Jewish institutions were faced with a pressing existential question, but now in an especially drastic form: should they elude their foreseeable fate by fleeing, or remain steadfast at their posts in order to forestall something even worse? While some representatives such as Otto Hirsch (born 1885), in the face of anticipated arrest, turned themselves in to the police,8 younger ones like Benno Cohn (born 1894) and Paul Eppstein (born 1902) chose a kind of middle path. They went into hiding while the arrest roundup was in progress, but kept in contact with other functionaries in order to exchange information and consult with one another, preparing to be able at the right moment to take action again. News was gathered and persons met secretly in the apartment of Leo Baeck,9 whom the Gestapo had put under house arrest, and in several other private homes.10 Without any concrete, current picture of what was transpiring, they tried to put together a picture of events based on fragmentary news, and to assess the possible consequences. As Franz Meyer recalled, Paul Eppstein, for example, wanted “in his characteristic way to find something systematic in what was happening … By chance, among the Jews first arrested there were three financial consultants of Jewish corporations. So he suspected the ongoing operation targeted financial consultants.”11 Eppstein soon had to revise that assumption.

Franz Meyer and Paul Meyerheim, the head of the finance department of the Reich Representation, withdrew thousands of reichsmarks from an off-the-books account; they then went out into the Berlin streets, this money in their pocket, in an effort to provide some support to young men in transit from the hachshara Zionist training centers, and others who were penniless and trying to escape.12

Hans Reichmann and Alfred Hirschberg of the CV, who had simply been sent home initially when their office was closed, were now taken into custody. Later on, in comments on the November pogrom, Reichmann said he had not been able at the time to “determine whether the people around us are agitated. There’s a wall between us and them. We have nothing more to do with each other. Perhaps we can still imagine what they may be thinking. But how things appear to us, they have no inkling of that.”13 In the concentration camp, Reichmann and Paul Hirschfeld came across Otto Hirsch and Arthur Lilienthal, the secretary general of the Reich Representation, and other leaders of Jewish organizations interned there, while the personnel of the Zionist Association was largely spared any arrests.14

Reichmann of the CV spent seven weeks in internment until his release; Otto Hirsch and Arthur Lilienthal were set free after just two weeks in the Sachsenhausen concentration camp. This was because the Reich Representation, the Paltreu, the Hilfsverein (Aid Society for German Jews), and the Kulturbund were allowed to go on operating, while the other organizations were prohibited.15 Their departments dealing with emigration would later be incorporated into the Reich Representation and permitted to continue their work there.

By contrast, the CV was liquidated and had to settle its affairs and assets. In this way, the Nazi state centralized the Jewish organizations, strengthened those concerned with emigration, and hence Zionist currents, while “assimilationists” were stripped of any possibilities for work. In this context, Franz Meyer of the ZVfD became one of the “six princes” who, according to Gestapo planning, were to lead the Reich Representation in transition until the establishment of a new structure and institution. But this plan was not realized and Meyer emigrated a short time later, correct in his assessment at the time that “whoever is put to work there will never ever make it out of Germany.”16 Hans Reichmann could have been able to work on in the Reich Representation, but likewise did not see a place for himself there. His clear-sighted final reckoning:

Only a group of Jewish workers … is to remain: the leaders of the ghetto. The Gestapo is furthering a plan to unify all Jewish Communities and organizations in the “Reich Association of Jews in Germany.” Only a small handful of the old knowledgeable Jewish representatives are still persevering … Whoever remains will sacrifice his years, perhaps his life, for a lost cause. Very few, scarcely a dozen make that sacrifice out of a sense of duty, internal compulsion or religious conviction. At the head of this captain’s crew prepared to go down with the sinking ship are Leo Baeck, Otto Hirsch, Hannah Karminski, Cora Berliner, Arthur Lilienthal, Julius L. Seligsohn and Richard Joachim. Heinrich Stahl, aged over 70 and the head of the Berlin Jewish Community and [Alfred] Neumeyer, of the same age and judge at the Bavarian High Court in Munich, remain at the side of the German Jews.17

Hans and Eva Reichmann emigrated on 11 April 1939,18 and they were followed over the next two years by many others.

The November 1938 pogrom constituted only the high point of three “operations” that followed one another that eventful year. It made clear to the Jews and their functionaries, publicly and violently, that in Germany not only those with a “criminal record” or “Eastern European Jews” were to be stripped of their civil rights and part of their property, made “fair game” and exposed to state and social persecution. Now precisely those Jews who formerly had thought they were integrated into German society, the wealthy and better educated, would also suffer a similar fate. With a dark premonition, Leo Baeck wrote to a friend who had emigrated: “And this year is going to be a hard one, the wheel is spinning ever faster. It will become a huge challenge to the nerves and the quiet of thought.”19

Earlier that year, in June 1938, several thousand Jews with criminal records had been arrested during the operation “Work-shy Reich” (Arbeits-scheu Reich). In most cases, they had violated anti-Jewish legislation or were accused of minor offenses.20 Along with this “June operation” (Juni-Aktion), there were boycott actions in Berlin the summer of 1938, in the course of which Jewish businesses were attacked and demolished, raids were organized, and Jews were openly abused and maltreated. Göring, responsible for the Four-Year Plan, whom the Jewish functionaries at this point still considered a possible contact person and interlocutor, no longer answered any petitions. In the Sachsenhausen concentration camp, the Jews were being mistreated and beaten to death; at the same time, the Berlin police chief cynically informed the Berlin Jewish Community that the number of the dead was not unusually high, in any case no more than in the jails or penitentiaries.21

In a consultation of all Jewish organizations, a serious conflict erupted, one that the Jewish representatives were not confronting for the first time, and would grapple with again: should they yield under external pressure and violence, and put their energies into fulfilling the demands placed upon them by the Nazi state, or should they refuse them? Should they remain silent vis-à-vis foreign organizations, or make the events in Germany public, even if at the cost of endangering the lives of the prisoners? The various organizations dealing with emigration had tried for years to help arrange for Jews to travel individually or in groups along secure routes to safe destinations. In the main, this was to destinations where, if possible, they might establish a new life for themselves based on their education or the qualifications needed in their new home. The mass internment in concentration camps in June 1938 left no further latitude for such a procedure: in the face of the massive wave of arrests, the Hilfsverein had applied for, implored, and purchased visas for those in custody in order to have them set free. Those who had met for consultation began to realize that Reinhard Heydrich, head of the SS Security Service (SD), the Gestapo and Political Police—and head of the Criminal Police, which was in charge in the Juni-Aktion—would feel more vindicated in his violent approach if the arrest and internment in a concentration camp served to accelerate departure of the Jews from Germany. However, not to react would mean dozens and even hundreds more might die. In addition, the functionaries feared negative effects on emigration as a whole if a large number of individuals with a “criminal record” were now to emigrate. As Reichmann later wrote:

The conflict appears to have no solution. People then continued to try to obtain visas, and at the same time, at every opportunity, commented that the pressure for emigration was causing countries willing to take in emigrants now to close their borders. This pressure was pushing unsuitable persons toward countries that reject this form of immigration, but which would have welcomed competent skilled immigrants.22

Reichmann suggested a petition, which Baeck and Hirsch formulated in the name of the Reich Representation and then addressed to the Reich Chancellery, the Interior Ministry, and the Gestapo, with an attached list of those who had lost their lives during the first few weeks.23

However, even though not all those arrested in June had been released, in the next “operation” in October 1938, the Nazi state expelled seventeen thousand Jews of Polish descent across the border to Poland.24 Thousands of these Jews vegetated for weeks in former stables in a no-man’s-land, given provisional aid by the overstrained local Jewish Community there.25

In November 1938, the wave of arrests swept middle-class Jewish males in particular into the camps, no matter whether they were in mixed marriages or not, belonged to a Jewish Community or had converted to Christianity, or were “Eastern European Jews” or “Western Jews.”

In the “fateful year 1938,” the representatives had reason for concern not only in regard to the foreign policy that seemed headed for war but also domestic political developments and what they signaled.26 Since 1935, they had found it increasingly difficult to find an open ear among ministry officials—most particularly in the case of Reich economy minister Hjalmar Schacht—and now they had come by duress to realize that their possibilities for intervention had shrunk even further.27 From the now “annexed” Austria, unofficial emissaries were spreading “terrible” news, while the German-Jewish organizations had been strictly prohibited from engaging in any activity there.28 “Vienna is accelerating our fall” is how Reichmann described developments.

Behind the scenes of these “operations” and the general political developments, the machinery of laws and ordinances against the Jews continued to churn out legislation. A law that at first glance seemed quite unspectacular had, in addition, seriously weakened the institution for representing their interests, the Reich Representation. On 28 March 1938, the Nazi state had changed the status of the Jewish Communities and thus also that of the Reich Representation as their umbrella organization (retroactive to 1 January 1938) by enactment of the Law on the Legal Status of Jewish Communities (Gesetz über die Rechtsverhältnisse der jüdischen Kultusvereinigungen): the Jewish Communities were now denied the status of statutory bodies under public law; they were to continue to exist as registered associations where members could join or leave the organization. Resolutions by the committees would in future require the approval of the “higher administrative agency,” that is, the supervision of the Interior Ministry or the Gestapo.29 Leo Baeck beseeched the members to be mindful that their obligations toward the Jewish Community continued, and it was their solemn duty to support the communities financially and to participate in their activities.30 The representatives of the Jewish organizations also tried to work against this development by restructuring the Reich Representation. A renamed organization, based more strongly on the Jewish Communities, the Reich Federation of Jews in Germany (Reichsverband der Juden in Deutschland) was to be financed by the dues of the membership, that is, by the members of the Jewish Communities, which in this way might regain a portion of their former position of power. This restructuring was passed as a resolution on 27 July 1938, but represented only one more penultimate attempt to resolve the dilemma, and in the end was no longer a viable option.31

Looking Back at the History of the Reich Representation of German Jews, 1932–1938

Already in 1932, the leadership of the large Jewish organizations such as the CV or the Zionist Association, as well as the Jewish Communities, were convinced that some kind of umbrella organization would be necessary in order to confront the looming persecution associated with the rise of National Socialism, and to implement the interests of the Jews living in Germany. From these first deliberations, the Reich Representation of Jews in Germany developed over several stages during the course of 1933. Elected to its board were the liberal rabbi Leo Baeck as president, Otto Hirsch, a leading CV member, as executive director, along with three representatives of the Zionist Association, two from the Association for Liberal Judaism, a further member of the CV and a representative of the Reich Association of Jewish Combat Veterans (Reichsbund jüdischer Frontsoldaten, RjF). In this way, power relations were carefully balanced, and only a few smaller Jewish groups rejected creation of the organization. Historian Otto Dov Kulka points out that at this juncture, there were three alternative paths: first, subjugation to the National Socialist terror, which would serve to atomize the Jewish community and would have forced individuals to grapple on their own with the new situation; second, application of the strong-man “Führer” principle within the Jewish community, which was demanded by the Jewish minority who were German-nationalist in outlook; and third, the chosen path of continuity in the democratic-pluralistic tradition within a new framework.32

Many of the participating organizations, such as the Jewish Communities or the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden, retained their autonomy; others, such as the Central Committee for Relief and Rehabilitation (Zentralausschuss für Hilfe und Aufbau), were incorporated into the Reich Representation as the years passed. The Central Committee provided economic assistance and social support; the Hilfsverein, with financial support from international Jewish relief organizations, was active in the sphere of general emigration; the Palestine Office, under the aegis of the Zionist Association, took over emigration to Eretz Israel. Along with concrete assistance in economic distress or for emigration, the triple focus of efforts continued to be as it had been before 1938: seeking to confront state and social discrimination, both materially and by other means; strengthening Jewish identity, which in the process of assimilation had to some extent been lost; and countering exclusion by creating Jewish schools, sports and cultural associations.

By writing the concrete revocation of civil rights for Jews into the law, the Nuremberg Laws and their implementation ordinances constituted a turning point. A declaration of protest signed by Leo Baeck and Otto Hirsch, which has gone into the literature as the “Prayer,” was not permitted to be read aloud in the synagogues. Instead, Baeck and Hirsch were taken for a short time into custody.33 While the Nuremberg legislation triggered an emigration wave of thousands, the hope spread among Jews who felt they were German that on the basis of this legally codified exclusion, they would be able to continue leading a Jewish life in Germany at a reduced level. For that reason, the organizations associated with the Reich Representation sought to further strengthen internal Jewish life by means of education and training, albeit without neglecting the promotion of emigration. Now the Zionists in particular attracted great interest, with their preparation for emigration oriented to Palestine. Youth and young adults specifically regarded this as a realistic alternative to the options offered by “assimilationist” circles, which called for self-restraint, sticking to a program of long-term vocational retraining. From the perspective of the younger generation, they were accommodating in this way to the existing situation, and did not offer a conception with a promising future. After the Zionists also managed to garner significant gains in voting in the elections for officers in the Jewish Communities, the composition of the leading bodies in the Reich Representation was adjusted to reflect these changes: the board was composed on a parity basis, that is, half were from the Zionist camp, and their functionaries Siegfried Moses and Franz Meyer were appointed vice president and Hirsch’s deputy, respectively.34 A further council consisting of twenty-three members exercised legislative powers and oversight, supervising the Reich Representation and its committees. They thus succeeded, relying on older democratic structures, in overcoming for a time internal Jewish antagonisms.35 Nonetheless, the efforts to achieve hegemony by the large Berlin Jewish Community plunged the Reich Representation in 1937 into the greatest crisis in its history. The representatives of the large urban Jewish Communities, especially Berlin, Frankfurt am Main, and Breslau, had already preferred another option during the first deliberations on establishing the Reich Representation: namely, a union on the basis of the Communities. They did not wish to see activists of the “political parties” at the head of a federation, and believed they could better represent the interests of the Jewish community as a whole and promote emigration more actively.36 The former chair of the Berlin Jewish Community and founder of the Jewish People’s Party, the bankrupt banker and exponent of a Zionist state, Georg Kareski,37 entered into a pact with the former head of the Community, Heinrich Stahl. At the end of May 1937, they issued a vehement demand that the Reich Representation should be reduced to the level of a financial “transit office.” The previous representatives were to be dismissed; only Leo Baeck would be allowed to stay on the job, supported by Stahl and Lilienthal. The opposition brought the Gestapo into the conflict, and it in turn put pressure on the Jewish organizations.38 The Gestapo, which initially supported Kareski’s ideas, evidently soon became aware of the danger that a forcible implementation of Kareski’s conception of restructuring entailed; it could endanger support from the financially strong foreign aid and relief organizations. These organizations intervened in the conflict in favor of maintaining the existing Reich Representation.39 In print and orally, Kareski defamed the “red Meineckestrasse” and the Palestine Office there as a refuge where Marxism was still alive and well,40 and he appears to likewise have denounced certain persons to the authorities.41 Hedwig Eppstein, the wife of Paul Eppstein and since 1933 active in the Jewish Youth Aid/Youth Aliyah, reported on these events in uncensored letters written while on a trip to London:

Our situation has changed fundamentally, because the Secret Police has ordered a number of co-workers, including Paul to stop working within 6 months, and to employ other gentlemen for the job. The reason is earlier Marxist activity. Happily, the affair is based on denunciations to the authorities by our dear racial comrades. … In Paul’s case, it proved possible to negotiate, since he never was a member of the SPD. It’s quite possible that the order will be retracted for him.42

When the Gestapo then decided to replace Hirsch with Kareski, Baeck brought his authority to bear and sought to prevent this personal encroachment on the “autonomy” of the Reich Representation by threatening that in that case, he would no longer be available for any further work.43 Eppstein was also able to stay on. In actual fact, until the summer of 1943, the Gestapo avoided any further attempt to place representatives whom the Gestapo favored in leadership positions in the Reich Representation or later the Reich Association, although in the district branches it certainly did appoint or dismiss directors. Kareski’s “State Zionist Organization” was dissolved on 31 August 1938.44

Thus, the Jewish representatives had gone through a turbulent period. On the one hand, networks had crystallized that overarched the various currents, and that were grounded on trust, commitment, reliability, and discretion toward third parties, especially exponents of the Nazi state. On the other, dividing lines had also deepened and reservations had strengthened. This was because the adversaries inside the organization mutually distrusted one another: they feared some were not acting openly, by functionalizing the foreign relief organizations or bringing in the Gestapo. In other times, these differences might perhaps have been nothing but “normal” disputes regarding whose opinion would emerge dominant and the struggle over positions of power in a highly ramified, financially powerful association. However, under the external pressure of Nazi terror, the conflicts were exacerbated, often developing into a threat for individuals if the Gestapo intervened.

Between Reich Representation and Reich Association: Adaptation under Duress

The Zionist Ernst-Ephraim Frank later recalled:

After November 1938, there was no longer any independent creativity. People lived in a world of shadows. Everywhere you could see the shaven heads of those who had returned from the camps. Life consisted solely of hunting for a visa. … It was a situation of rapid dissolution, everything was provisional.45

Nonetheless, already on 29 November, under orders from the Gestapo, the Reich Representation resumed its work.46 There was more than enough to do, especially in regard to emigration. In particular, the Zionists from Hechalutz sent more than one thousand confirmations for (alleged) openings in hachshara training in Great Britain, Sweden, or Holland in order to have their members released from the concentration camps.47 In 1938, according to the Reich Association, some thirty-three thousand Jews had left Germany, nearly thirteen thousand in the fourth quarter.48 The figure of forty thousand emigrants for this period arrived at by historian Herbert A. Strauss indicates that, presumably, seven thousand persons had fled without utilizing assistance from the Reich Association.

The forced centralization that the Reich Representation was ordered at the same time to implement eliminated all the consultative committees as well as the autonomy of the Jewish Communities.49 It constituted a move anticipating future structural changes that the leading representatives had already tried to achieve earlier on, even if under completely different circumstances.

In parallel, Jewish functionaries and representatives of the Nazi state were working on plans for a new organization. On 16 December 1938, the Reich Representation handed the Gestapo a proposal on how the financing of the future Reich Association might look after 1 January 1939.50 For its part, the Nazi state needed a central agency for implementing its policies of “forced emigration,” which was now taking on a visible form. Thus, at a conference of the Reich Interior Ministry on the “Jewish Question,” it was noted:

The Jews are being consolidated in a single unified organization. All Jewish institutions, foundations, institutes, schools, Jewish social welfare, etc. are to be incorporated into this organization. The organization will have its main office in Berlin. The intention is to restructure the previous Reich Representation of the Jews in Germany, which has proved itself suitable for this purpose. Plans are for the Jewish religious associations [Jewish Communities] to serve as local sub-formations. This question has not as yet been finally resolved. The sole purpose of the organization and its incorporated institutions is to prepare Jews for emigration. Thus, the principle will be upheld that to a substantial degree, the emigration of the Jews is to be left to the Jews themselves to organize. The organization shall function under strict state supervision.51

In its report for the first quarter 1939, the Security Service Main Office stated:

In the course of the establishment of the “Reich Association in Germany,” numerous Jewish organizations on the territory of the Reich have disbanded. With the exception of the Palestine Fund and Palestine Office, which will be incorporated as a whole, this will create an amalgamation of all Jewish organizations, and in this way achieve a concentration of all forces and cut costs. The “Reich Association” will encompass the Jewish organizations in the “Altreich,” including the Sudetengau, while the Jewish Community Vienna shall have sole competence for the Ostmark.52

At the same time, Conrad Cohn and Hannah Karminski sent out an internal circular letter about the downside of “forced emigration,” expressing concern for the destitute individuals remaining behind:

The Reich Association of the Jews in Germany has now been created as the comprehensive organization of all Jews in the German Reich, with the exception of the Ostmark. One of its principal tasks is care and support for the Jews. The Jewish Communities remain in existence as the local offices of the Reich Association.53

A set of draft model statutes stipulated the rights of the Communities and the Reich Association.54

The new structure was somewhat controversial on the Jewish side, even if leading representatives described it as a “further development” (Otto Hirsch) or “only a legal restructuring, not a real one.”55 The external pressures increasingly blurred the political differences between the groups, highlighting instead the necessity for joint action. Nonetheless, the claims to hegemony by the large Jewish Community in Berlin remained an issue. In the middle of creating the comprehensive organization, Heinrich Stahl once more formulated his claim to leadership in a memorandum he sent likewise to the Gestapo.56 Contacted as an arbitrator, the Gestapo left it up to Eppstein, Hirsch, and Stahl to put together the personnel of executive committees of the Berlin Jewish Community and the future Reich Association. In other matters, it instructed the Jewish organizations to clarify differences, including personal ones, but wished to have a report back on this.57 Baeck is said to have described Stahl’s letter to the Gestapo as a denunciation and intended for that reason to end cooperation,58 but in the face of the necessity to act united, the dispute was (temporarily) settled. Ultimately, Stahl resigned in February 1940 from the board of the Reich Association and the Berlin Jewish Community.59 According to later statements by his wife, his successor, Moritz Henschel, is believed to have been forced by the “agency” (i.e., the Gestapo) to succeed Stahl in his post.60

In early 1939, at a time when the Reich Association had not yet been officially established, Adolf Eichmann summoned Eppstein and Lilienthal from the Reich Representation, Cohn from the Palestine Office, and Stahl and Philipp Kozower from the Berlin Jewish Community. The SS-Untersturmführer had achieved recent “success”: he had been sent by the Security Service Main Office to Vienna, and had set up a Central Office for Jewish Emigration (Zentralstelle für jüdische Auswanderung) there and later in Prague. He proceeded to brief the German-Jewish representatives he had summoned about the resolution of the conference in the Aviation Ministry on 12 November 1938 chaired by Hermann Göring: it stated that based on the example of the Vienna Central Office for Jewish Emigration, a similar office was now also to be established for the emigration of German Jews.61 The Vienna office, which Eichmann had created, had put forward binding emigration quotas and had forced wealthier Jews to provide for the emigration of their less fortunate fellow Jews. By means of pressure and extortion, it had achieved a situation in which the emigrants, after deduction of all taxes and levies, were compelled to leave their homeland reduced to destitution.62 Eichmann was proud of this system; it had proved his “success,” boasting a total of some fifty thousand emigrants from Vienna, contrasted with nineteen thousand from Germany, in the second half of 1938. He announced that a similar office was to be set up for Germany.63 Stahl, Kozower, and Meyer were ordered to proceed to Vienna to look at the procedures, and “the impression was horrible.”64 These procedures were to be institutionalized in Berlin as well under the direction of Reinhard Heydrich.

Initially a scandal flared in the run-up to the creation of this office, because in spite of a strict prohibition on such talks, the representatives of the Reich Representation had engaged in discussions on the depressing situation with the Vienna Jewish Community, and had also defended their right to do so. Eichmann was furious, and is reported to have cursed Stahl as a “miserable wretch” and “old shithead” who had not been kept in concentration camp for a long time.65 Noteworthy is Eppstein’s response to Eichmann regarding his insult of Stahl; it serves as an example pointing to how the leading Jewish functionaries in the spring of 1939 reacted to verbal injuries and confinement in a concentration camp, despite their internal differences:

The gentlemen who are sitting here before you are representatives of German Jewry, not of the Gestapo. And they regard themselves as persons elected by the German Jews and not mere recipients of orders handed down from the German Reich. You, gentlemen, find yourselves in a historical situation of the German people. Our Jewish people is also in a historical if tragic situation. We are accountable to our people for our behavior. If you speak to us in this manner, we cannot work together with you. You can order to have us sent at any time to a concentration camp and can deal with us as you please. But as long as we are still free, you must respect our human dignity and treat us correspondingly.66

Even if Benno Cohn, who quoted this twenty years later, probably recalled more the tenor of Eppstein’s remarks than the actual verbatim, it is nonetheless clear that Eppstein, although in a dangerous situation here, was courageous in standing up for the dignity of the Jewish representatives.67 It is true that Stahl had to concede to the Jewish Community in Vienna that the Central Office there was a “quite practical facility” that was significantly speeding up the formalities of emigration. He also emphasized that he “was in no position to criticize” the Viennese system.68 Yet there were no further negative consequences, largely because Eichmann and his superiors were interested in ensuring that the planned Reich Central Office for Jewish Emigration could commence operations only four days later.

The Jewish representatives were confronted once again with a dilemma. They were enjoined to accept a guarantee that they would meet the emigration quotas prescribed by the German authorities, although this was dependent on the readiness of the countries of possible emigration to accept emigrants, and not on them. There was huge pressure for emigration; the formalities for the applicants necessitated much time and energy, so that centralizing these procedures appeared to be desirable. However, they did not want to agree to the humiliating implications that were part of the everyday procedures associated with emigration in Vienna. Thus, in a statement Eppstein submitted the following day, they stressed that

we are interested in the establishing of a central office for emigrants, and regard this as a normalization of emigration. As we understand this, it will mean that the expulsions across the border shall cease, and that we cannot assume guarantees for numbers. And we repeat that we have our mandate solely from the Jewish side.69

As important as this clarification may have been for how the Jewish representatives viewed their own role, it had no subsequent impact on the later practices of the Reich Central Office for Jewish Emigration. Upon its opening, they were already required to present a total of two hundred emigrants, “and from that point on, the heads of the Jewish associations had only one concern, namely how they could furnish this apparatus with sufficient ‘material.’”70 In view of more strict entry requirements in the countries of destination and increased levies and taxes, the Reich Central Office was quite unable to fulfill the hopes initially harbored for a rapid rise in the number of emigrants. In a report by the Security Service Main Office, there is mention “only of 6,187” Jews who had arranged their emigration through the new office in April/May 1939; this was due in part to the “lack of adequate organization in the structure of the Reich Central Office and the planned Jewish ‘Reich Association,’” and in part to the “increasing tendency for all countries of immigration to impose ever more restrictions on immigration.”71 Thus, the creation of the Reich Central Office accelerated the formal genesis of the Reich Association. Eichmann stated that with this new organization, a “Reich Association of all Jewish Communities” would come into being.72 In the meantime, by the spring of 1939, the daily routine in the work of the Reich Representation had been reestablished. Kurt Goldmann later recalled:

Eppstein led a normal financial administration run on a rigorous and strict basis. We were epigones and tried optimistically to normalize everything once again. Unfortunately, at the same time Jewish life was being intensified, namely Jewish public life. … The internal antagonisms were intermixing, both in the Zionist camp and in general.73

For the Reich Representation, it was high time to find a new form of organization, because it had to organize the emigration of thousands of Jews while operating in a financial vacuum. In May 1939, there were still 213,930 Jews living in the Altreich. By establishing the Reich Association, the Jewish functionaries hoped they could finally obtain control over levies imposed on the Jewish members; they were already planning increases in membership dues,74 and wanted permission to access the blocked reichsmark (RM) accounts of those who had emigrated.75

When the Reich Association was formally created by the 10th Implementation Ordinance to the Reich Citizenship Law on 4 July 1939, it emphatically saw its place within the continuity of the “7th year of activity of the central Jewish organization in the Altreich.”76 Heading up the new organization were the familiar representatives of the Reich Representation: Leo Baeck, Otto Hirsch, Julius Seligsohn, Paul Eppstein, and others. On the level below them, as department heads, several women were also appointed, including Cora Berliner, Hannah Karminski, and Paula Fürst.77 Most of these functionaries were university graduates, often holding doctorates. Many had worked earlier as legal or economic experts in government administration and had been dismissed from their posts for “racial reasons.” Some had relocated to Berlin because the Reich Representation had offered them a new sphere of activity. They continued that work in the Reich Association. For their work, they made use of the old offices of the Reich Representation, and even utilized the stationery of the former Reich Representation. However, this externally similar surface image masked a rapid process of transformation, which intensified in subsequent years. Unlike the predecessor organization, the Reich Association was placed directly subordinate to the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA), set up in September 1939, or to its regional offices, the Gestapo branches, as “supervisory agencies” (Aufsichtsbehörden, or superior authorities). The members of the Reich Association were no longer Jewish Communities and associations, but rather individual persons classified as Jews according to the “racial” definition of the Nazi regime. Membership was obligatory for them. The new organization was responsible for the concerns of all “Jews who were members of the state and stateless Jews” as well as the “non-Aryan Christians” and dissidents (a self-designation by Jews who had formally left the Community but had not converted to Christianity); these persons were now direct members of the Reich Association, an organization they could leave only by their death or emigration.78 Excluded from this regulation were only individuals in mixed marriages. Foundations, societies, and associations, as well as the smaller Jewish Communities, were incorporated into the Reich Association, aside from a small number of exceptions. They thus lost their independence and most particularly their assets, which the National Socialist state then wished to have centralized access to. After the war’s end, the Jewish successor organizations discovered that the Reich Association had a balance of more than sixty-seven million RM, stemming from the expropriated assets of Jewish Communities, foundations, and single persons.79

The principal spheres of activity left for the Reich Association were assistance for emigration, along with education, professional training, and welfare.80 Erich Simon, statistician of the Reich Association, summed up the situation with a touch of sarcasm: “In 1939, German Jewry in its entirety was made a legal person, an almost autonomous body within the German population, with shared responsibility, obligations, but seemingly also with some rights.”81

Even if it became increasingly difficult for the responsible staff in the Reich Association to fulfill their duties, until the autumn of 1941, the interests of the National Socialist state and those of the Jewish organization nonetheless still coincided in a central point: efforts to spur mass emigration. Indeed, the Jewish functionaries were even proceeding on the assumption that the creation of the Reich Association meant that the moderate National Socialists had prevailed over those in the party top echelon who already in 1939 had wanted to confine the Jews in ghettos.82 While the Nazi regime plundered, harassed, arrested, and tormented the Jews in concentration camps, the Jewish representatives were feverishly looking for any still practicable legal ways (and seen from the perspective of immigration regulations for Palestine, illegal ways as well) to get Jews out of Germany. They appealed to wealthier emigrants to cover the costs for less fortunate emigrants; they appealed to those who had already emigrated to make contributions from their blocked RM accounts in Germany; they turned to foreign aid and relief organizations, asking them to cover the costs for steamship tickets. And in the Jüdisches Nachrichtenblatt, they extolled the last remaining possibilities for refuge in South America, the Caribbean, and Shanghai, when the preferred countries of destination refused to admit any more German-Jewish refugees. Thus, those who left Germany were mainly younger, better-situated individuals, with a knowledge of foreign languages, persons with professional skills in demand, and persons with family or other connections abroad. Along with those who did not emigrate for political or emotional reasons—including many women who chose not to leave their older family members—it was largely the elderly, the sick, and those unable to work who stayed behind. Caring for their needs absorbed a substantial proportion of the Reich Association’s resources.83 Financial expert Hans-Erich Fabian estimates that from 1939 to 1943, a total of more than three thousand Jewish organizations, institutions, and Communities were incorporated into the Reich Association.84 The Jewish Communities still in existence functioned as local branches of the Reich Association, and in addition cared for the religious needs of their members. If a Jewish Community shrank to less than one thousand members, it was dissolved as a separate institution and then incorporated into a district or branch office of the Reich Association. At the end of 1939, there were a total of forty district or branch offices; these were subordinate to both their central office and to the local Gestapo.85

In this difficult process of establishing the Reich Association, all the problems with which the organization would subsequently grapple over the next two years were already evident. They could no longer rely on contacts to the non-Jewish population and non-Jewish officials, who until 1938 had often been helpful. From 1939, the Jewish community stood largely isolated. The right to life and physical integrity of the Jews and their functionaries could no longer be regarded as guaranteed. Although external pressures increasingly blurred the internal Jewish lines of conflict, the fundamental conflict still remained, namely, whether the power to decide rested with the Jewish Communities or the umbrella organization. This, for example, had a palpable impact on cooperation with foreign aid and relief organizations. The Berlin Jewish Community and other Gemeinden endeavored to conduct separate negotiations with these organizations abroad, while the Reich Association insisted this was not a matter of regional concerns; rather, such relief assistance affected all Jews in Germany, and as such was under the purview of the central institution of German Jewry, the Reich Association.86

“Forced Emigration”

The Jews fled in three waves from Germany: after the National Socialist takeover of power in 1933 (1933–1935: 112,500), after promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws in the autumn of 1935 (1936–1938: 101,400), and after the events surrounding the November 1938 pogrom (1939: 68,000).87 Heydrich had made the release of Jewish men arrested during the November pogrom from the concentration camps dependent on valid papers to emigrate; this was bound up with an oral threat of life imprisonment in a concentration camp should they not leave the country after release.88 As a result of this threat and against the background of the new anti-Jewish measures that followed the Kristallnacht pogrom in 1939/1940, emigration figures soared.

Administratively under the National Socialist regime, the Reich Migration Office in the Interior Ministry was the unit that traditionally dealt with emigration. The Hilfsverein, the Jewish organization that handled emigration to European countries and overseas, had a good working relationship with this agency until 1938. Both sides agreed that only legal departures that were in strict accordance with the immigration regulations of the countries of destination would be permitted. The emigrants were to be persons of good repute, young, healthy, prepared in terms of the language and culture of the target destination, equipped with qualifications in line with the needs in the labor market there; if possible, they should also have some personal funds. In the course of 1938 and the following years, that changed fundamentally, as the Gestapo increasingly intervened in emigration policy and practice. While the Jewish functionaries prudently sounded out the possibilities for group settlement in several countries, and subsequently rejected the idea, aside from a few small projects,89 the Gestapo preferred mass resettlement by expulsion, a practice that proved a total failure. At the same time, the Propaganda Ministry and National Socialist organizations abroad were blocking potential paths as a result of their anti-Jewish propaganda.90

Orderly Emigration or Flight at Any Cost?

Already before the November 1938 pogrom, the Jewish Communities, the Reichsvertretung, and several other organizations had regarded promotion of emigration as their principal task. However, when it came to details, their ideas differed substantially, and various conceptions existed side-by-side within the different political currents as well. Some of the larger Jewish Communities believed they would be able to work more efficiently through their own negotiations and through systems of financing they constructed themselves. They imposed levies on wealthier emigrants, financing the emigration of poorer Jews in this way. Working on their own, they not only collected funds but also acquired visas, Roman Catholic baptismal certificates, or forged certificates of professional qualification by means of black money or bribery, as in the case of the later head of the Northwest Germany branch of the RV, the Hamburg-based functionary Max Plaut.91 Often this was with the approval of the local Gestapo. By contrast, the Reichsvertretung was seeking to centralize procedures, and tried hard to avoid risking the good will of the countries of destination by engaging in any illegal practices.92 At the Evian conference in the summer of 1938, attended by the representatives of the German-Jewish organizations with great hopes (while the German government cancelled its participation), they presented a multi-annual plan for structuring Jewish emigration over an extended period and in harmony with the interests of the countries of destination. Yet Evian fell far short of expectations, and it was not until November 1938 that events in Germany roused the participating countries of destination to take action. Now the Netherlands accepted seventeen hundred, Belgium several hundred, and Great Britain some ten thousand German-Jewish children in the so-called Kindertransporte.93 However, along with the German and Austrian Jews, some ten to twelve thousand Polish Jews and twenty to twenty-five thousand stateless Jews also wished to emigrate; these Jews were often in a precarious situation and were grappling with even greater difficulties.94

In 1939, more and more countries closed their doors to Jewish refugees, some already before the outbreak of the war, others only after 1 September 1939. Nonetheless, another thirty thousand persons emigrated in 1939 to European countries, and equally as many overseas (without including Palestine). Now South American countries and Shanghai emerged as destinations over the previously more preferred countries of immigration. More and more frequently, the maxims of “‘every man for himself’ and … ‘necessity knows no law’ supplanted emigration policy and preparation.”95 The often quite complicated and time-consuming formalities for emigration now were replaced by an array of stratagems: tourist and transit visas for illegal stay or in-transit further travel, forged papers or documents with partially incorrect data, bogus purchases of land, or passports obtained by bribery. The staff of the RV were also unable to avoid these practices. Eppstein was the only one who adhered to legalism even where the boundaries of legal work had long since been overstepped. Thus, he demanded to see the visas for the Latin American countries given as destination, and only after he had personally inspected them did he cover the expenses, while the organizers required the money beforehand for securing the visas or paying bribes. In order to set his conscience at ease, his associate organizers ultimately presented Eppstein with forged visas that he mistakenly believed were genuine.96 He also did not want to pay contributions for illegal emigration to Palestine until the emigrant had successfully arrived in the country of destination, a condition that neither the ship owners nor the suppliers of provisions (food, oil, sails, bedding, etc.) for the ships accepted. In actual fact, the boom in migration had brought speculators and swindlers into the picture; they promoted highly adventurous emigration projects, either on their own initiative or encouraged by the Gestapo, and were able to find an interested ear among desperate Jews. However, Paul Eppstein’s possibilities to protect emigrants from such machinations proved to be very limited. This was because during the course of the journey, changes and surprises repeatedly occurred in regard to the route, travel times, or other matters. Since he signed vis-à-vis the RSHA for responsibility to cover the costs of such projects, every project that proved abortive, was overpriced, or backfired also endangered him personally.

World public opinion became more attentive to the plight of the Jewish refugees after Cuban authorities failed to permit the more than nine hundred passengers on the SS St. Louis to wait for their US visas, as had been promised. The ship was forced to wander from harbor to harbor without permission to dock, until it finally returned to Europe, where its refugees were set ashore in Antwerp. The JOINT,97 alarmed by the dramatic emergency it itself had not caused, moved swiftly to initiate negotiations with diverse governments. The JOINT was able to arrange for refugees to be accepted in the Netherlands, Belgium, France, and the UK in order to at least prevent their repatriation to Germany.98 In the meanwhile, Paul Eppstein reportedly insisted that the best option was for the SS St. Louis to return to Germany; this would serve as proof to the Gestapo that such a forced emigration was not a practicable option. The risk to the passengers resulted in another decision.99 However, many of them later became victims of persecution in France, the Netherlands, or Belgium when the occupying German troops poured into these countries.

The fallout from the odyssey of the St. Louis—though not the only refugee ship, then the best known that had been denied permission to dock—was that the leading representatives of the Jewish relief organizations met in London to discuss whether visas would best be issued exclusively through their offices. But this could not be implemented in view of the large number of papers that had been obtained privately, or had been purchased or acquired by a bribe. Consequently, these organizations restricted themselves simply to requesting the countries of destination in writing not to change their entry regulations without informing the relief organizations. It was also decided at this meeting not to lend any support to illegal emigration to Palestine, neither financially nor by providing aid to participants left stranded in abortive projects.100

Shanghai, for which no entry visa was required appeared as a new destination on the agenda. In 1939, six to seven thousand German Jews emigrated there. Here too the Jewish functionaries, necessarily aware of any alternative option for emigration, nonetheless tried to organize this in an orderly and inconspicuous manner, while the Gestapo remained relentless in its pressure for forced departure. Thus, travel bureaus, acting on Gestapo instructions, hired steamships to transport Jewish welfare recipients in particular to Shanghai, financed by the Jewish Communities or through a special levy on wealthier Jews. The Jewish functionaries attempted to prevent this, fearing that the arrival of “special Jewish ships” in Shanghai would lead to a clampdown there, immediately slamming the door shut on this last possibility for escape and refuge that they were compelled by circumstance to continue to utilize.101

Once the war erupted, emigration faltered. Hirsch telegraphed the JOINT: “Emigration of the Jews from Germany now as before unlimited STOP Expansion and acceleration of possibilities for immigration hence of decisive importance.”102 However, German Jews were no longer permitted to emigrate to what were classified as “hostile countries abroad.” Transit countries denied travelers legal transit, and it remained very unclear whether ships could, for example, apply to dock at neutral ports. In addition, passage costs on the Dutch, Swedish, and Norwegian steamship lines had increased by 40 to 100 percent, as they demanded a “war surcharge.”103 Until the United States entered the war, North and South America, China, and Palestine still remained open as countries of possible refuge.104 However, that itself was only on a conditional basis, since the extension of the war in the West and the entry of Italy into the conflict had shut the door on departures from Dutch, Belgian, and Italian ports, and Spain was denying Jewish emigrants a transit visa to Portugal.105

This notwithstanding, in the first half of 1940, 9,227 Jews left Germany; of these, 4,347 went to the United States, 1,259 to other European countries, 830 to Shanghai, 670 to Bolivia, 459 to Brazil, and 268 to Argentina. More than half were supported by the migration department of the RV.106 The Far East and Shanghai could now only be reached overland, which entailed difficult, time-consuming negotiations in order to obtain the long string of transit visas necessary. Organizers and emigrants hoped that from there they could then make arrangements to travel on to other destinations overseas. Until the end of 1941, a total of more than twenty thousand Jews from Germany and Austria fled to Shanghai, where they found neither proper accommodations nor possibilities for work.107 After the outbreak of the war, the Nazi state began to wonder if, “given the exigencies of state security, should a Jewish emigration, in itself quite insignificant, be in any way promoted?”108

Legal or Illegal? Emigration to Palestine (Aliyah)

The “natural” destination for Zionist emigration was Palestine. The British mandatory power issued entry visas for so-called capitalists, who could present 1,000 Palestinian pounds (on par with the pound sterling) in their possession; for self-employed professionals, who were able to enter with at least 400 pounds; and for craft artisans, required to have at least 250 pounds. They also issued visas for pensioners with a secure pension, individuals with professional skills in high demand, orphans, blue-collar workers, parents of immigrants, and a few other special groups. In addition, Recha Freier109 and others had built up an organization for aiding the emigration of children and youth, the Youth Aliyah, which also was granted certificates. The number of “capitalist certificates” was unlimited. But the middle class, which was in a material position to profit from this arrangement, tended to prefer countries such as Great Britain or the United States as a new home. At any rate, legal immigration under the British mandatory power was halted in 1939 in response to Arab pressure, so that this option, specifically in the final phase of the wave of flight from Germany, was no longer available.110

Along with such official immigration to Palestine, Zionist circles also operated an illegal immigration, termed “Aliyah Bet” or “Special Hachshara.” Before the November pogrom, entry to Palestine not accepted as legal by the mandatory power had still been a highly controversial matter among German-Jewish functionaries. According to his own statement, Benno Cohn had endorsed this non-legal migration since the spring of 1938, and Hans Friedenthal had negotiated regarding this several times in London with Chaim Weizmann and David Ben-Gurion. They represented the interests of the Jews of Palestine and Jews desirous of emigration there on behalf of the Jewish Agency111 vis-à-vis Great Britain. However, prior to November 1938, Weizmann and Ben-Gurion were both opposed to illegal immigration, as were the leading German Zionists, and they changed their position on this only in the wake of the pogrom.112 Hence, the German Zionists initially concentrated their efforts on legal possibilities for emigration to Palestine, while the “Revisionists” in Vienna and Prague were engaged in arranging illegal immigration by private firms right from the start. Their contractual partners acted mainly on motives of profit, dealing principally with wealthier Jews. The ships they provided were often poorly equipped, and took the largest possible number of passengers on board, which constituted a threat to safety. The German Zionists did not want to accept the associated risks.

The principal concern for the Gestapo was that as many Jews should leave the country as soon as possible. The Nazi regime had already expelled Polish Jews113 and had no scruples about chasing German Jews over the border to Belgium or promoting and supporting illegal emigration. At the same time, however, on a number of occasions the Gestapo had torpedoed such illegal attempts. The Jewish functionaries were thus acting in a treacherous space where law did not apply, and one and the same act could be accepted as appropriate or treated as a crime. Cohn later recalled: “Eppstein, who acted as liaison with the Gestapo, always came back from discussions there drenched in sweat. Eppstein pursued the tack of legality, he was a legalist in a positive sense, seeking to utilize this for our work.”114

In connection with emigration to Palestine, the Zionist functionaries instituted their own system of selection among the graduates of the retraining and hachshara centers, who had gone through professional, political, and physical training there as preparation for emigration. A transport was supposed to consist of at least 70 percent youths and young adults aged seventeen to twenty-eight. They embodied the largely male “new man,” who would be willing and able to cope successfully with the difficulties of the transports often over weeks and months, and enlist his strength and energy in the building of Eretz Israel and serve in the Haganah, the Jewish defense force in Palestine. After the November pogrom, this selection system proved hard to maintain, since an (illegal) Palestine certificate, which the Reichsvertretung/Reichsvereinigung could itself issue, was sufficient for gaining the release of a concentration camp prisoner. In view of the torture and maltreatment in the concentration camps, it was often a matter of life and death. For that reason, it was evidently out of the question to insist on examining the physical condition and other capacities of the prisoners in order to decide about their rescue. In addition, the relatives of the internees stormed the consultation offices in desperation: “The question then was: Zionism or humanity.”115 Interim camps in Great Britain, Holland, and Denmark constituted a compromise solution. Concentration camp inmates, released with the help of aliyah permits, were sent to these camps, and after a fitness examination, emigrated either to Palestine or to other countries.116

Faced with the threatening overall situation, individuals who had gained some recognition for their contributions to the Zionist movement, but were beyond the stipulated age limit, now started to press for a place in the transports. For example, the representatives of the “movement of the older pioneers” in the Hechalutz, the nonreligious Zionist youth leagues, had the task of selecting six hundred persons who satisfied their criteria from a total of fourteen hundred applicants for a transport.117

The Palestine Office, which was later merged with the migration department in the RV together with its staff118—and the Hechalutz, as “Occupational Training,” was likewise active as a department inside the RV—were permitted in 1939/1940 to open new training farms and hachshara camps to handle the huge influx of applicants. The international organization ORT not only created new places abroad, but also opened up its training courses in Berlin to “adults in need of occupational retraining and willing to emigrate” in order to help cope with the dilemma.119 At the end of 1939, the department of occupational training in the RV listed a total of 28 hachshara centers for agriculture, forestry, horticulture, and soil cultivation, with some 1,800 trainees.120 The Reichsvereinigung was at a point where it might no longer be able to keep track of the number of places for trainees available and the number of certificates already issued.121 At this juncture, a total of more than 3,400 persons were waiting to emigrate.122 Yet only 117 German Jews had entered Palestine with proper papers, and 627 without passports.123

The RSHA promoted the expansion of the centers over the short term, especially since it had insisted the Reichsvereinigung include “Christian non-Aryans” and Soviet Jews in these programs. But despite expansion of capacity, the number of slots for trainees was insufficient to absorb the youth and adults who now applied. In the spring of 1941, the RSHA shifted to a new tack, severely limiting the number of courses and training possibilities “in favor of labor deployment,” that is, the trainees were placed in forced labor groups and most of the workshops were closed down.124 The Berlin ORT school was allowed to continue operating under the condition that it would cover its expenses by “productive work.”125 Some of the training farms were transferred to non-Jewish leaseholders, but the farms Neuendorf and Steckelsdorf, the Horticulture School Ahlem, the Gehringshof training farm, and the Occupational Retraining Camp Wannsee continued to function.126

When emigration was prohibited with the beginning of deportations, more young people, along with most of the leaders of Zionist groups still in Germany, flocked to the last centers, where they believed they would be protected. The leaders Herbert Growald, Kutti Salinger, and Alfred Selbiger from Hechalutz had certainly been in a position to emigrate in the summer of 1940 to Palestine, but out of a sense of responsibility, they had remained.127 In the late autumn of 1941 only a small number of Jews were debating whether to go underground, an option that did not emerge as a seriously contemplated prospect until the following year.128 But then the situation became difficult specifically for younger men, who otherwise had good physical and other prerequisites for surviving underground, to go into illegality: they now had to fear the danger of frequent checks of young men by the military police looking for presumed conscripts. The hachshara camps seemed good places of refuge.129

Subordinated to the Gestapo and transformed into forced labor camps,130 the centers at least continued to offer the possibility of an internal Zionist educational training, and to organize life together as kibbutzim, even if the young inmates were deployed in part in work gangs beyond the camp in road construction or forestry. Kurt Goldmann reported that the Zionist functionaries intended to continue their work even after the outbreak of war. The youth they trained would prove themselves useful “deployed on the civilian front” in the labor camps, and would in this way survive the war.131 The internal freedom to shape things deceived the directors, and most certainly the young trainees in particular, about the real seriousness of the situation: it was their illusive hope to be able in this way to outlast the war, and then construct kibbutzim, if not in the “Promised Land,” then in the “Judenreservat Lublin,” on Madagascar, or in the Dominican Republic.132 On 29 October 1941, just after the beginning of systematic deportations from the Altreich, the RV suggested to Martin Gerson that he send the youth from the hachshara camps as construction gangs to Eastern Europe, where they could prepare possible accommodations of some kind for the more elderly German Jews in the Lublin district in Poland. Gerson declared in writing his readiness if his conditions were accepted: it would have to be made clear

that it is the agency’s intention for the Jews to shape their own lives by themselves under the supervision of the German agency. And that they can count on the support of the German authorities for receiving their most elementary needs, namely work and food. It would have to be made clear that … the German authorities would also safeguard their lives. … I proceed on the assumption that it must be the duty of Jewish youth … to do everything they can in order to support the resettlement planned by the authorities in such a manner that the absorption of the Jews in the localities of destination will occur without difficulties.133

Reportedly, he reiterated his readiness a year later to provide construction services, without his plan being implemented or utilized by the RSHA, as a pretext for deporting this group.134 Herbert Growald of Hechalutz was deported to Auschwitz together with the last young people from the Hachshara Center Neuendorf on 20 April 1943,135 where he survived. Gerson, as last director of the Hachshara Center Neuendorf, was deported via Theresienstadt to Auschwitz, where he was murdered.136

However, in 1939, the Zionist leaders, who had set aside their internal differences in the course of cooperation,137 were unable to anticipate this development. By contrast, they were quite aware that their efforts to promote illegal immigration had contributed to a halt imposed by the mandatory authorities on legal migration to Palestine from October 1939 to April 1940 as a penalty. Its victims were other immigrants, mainly older Jews who had “capitalist” certificates or other papers. Only illegal entry to Palestine was now possible, which in the meantime was also being promoted by the Reich Central Office for Jewish Emigration.138

After the war began, the Nazi state initially did not seek to hinder emigration to Palestine. Jewish functionaries explained this as a kind of “routine” and “part of the legalistic thinking of the Germans,” since Palestine was “only” a British mandate territory, and thus technically not at war with the German Reich.139 Of the seven transports of the Special Hachshara for which the Gestapo issued exit permits, three left before and four after the war’s outbreak.140 These initiatives were “illegal” in respect to the specified points of departure located outside Germany and in regard to Palestine, where they were in violation of the existing regulations on immigration.

In the first transport in March 1939, the participants went by rail to a Yugoslav port and then sailed on to Palestine. In the second transport, mid-July to mid-August 1939, they had to cross into Belgium illegally and then sail from Antwerp. The third transport, planned by ship from Hamburg, was aborted due to the outbreak of the war. The fourth transport sailed down the Danube in October 1939 and then into the Mediterranean, arriving in Palestine in January 1940. The fifth sailed in November 1939, likewise down the Danube, but was stopped in Yugoslavia, where in 1941 most of the participants were seized and murdered by German troops; a small number managed to flee on to Palestine. The sixth, in May 1940, the paddle steamer Pentcho, traveled down the Danube and into the Mediterranean, where the boat capsized. Italian ships rescued the five hundred shipwrecked passengers, and they survived the war in an Italian internment camp. In the seventh transport, twelve hundred German and Austrian Jews reached Haifa after going down the Danube.141 It is reported that for this last transport, there were thirty thousand applications, some of which were only for the purpose of gaining a certification they could present to the Gestapo, but most in order to actually leave for Palestine.142

In retrospect, German Zionist leaders assessed their long adherence to the “pure doctrine,” that is, the criteria of strict selection, as having been mistaken from the “standpoint of pure and simple rescue,” even if there had also been swindlers involved among the private providers.143

In July 1940, the RV informed the JOINT that emigration to Palestine “was almost at a standstill.” Only 237 persons, who had been in possession of certificates issued before the war’s outbreak, had been able to immigrate, and despite great efforts, it had been impossible to implement further illegal special transports.144 The war had forced the Zionist leaders Weizmann, Ben-Gurion, and others to come to the side of the British mandatory power. At the end of 1940/early 1941, “there was a danger that Aliyah Bet could be at odds with the ultimate goal of Zionist policy, since it was principally oriented to short-term successes at the expense of the long-terms goals. The Zionist leaders had concluded that such a risk was no longer justified.”145 Aliyah Bet dropped in the list of priorities, declining right to the bottom. The last ship organized by Aliyah Bet arrived on 19 March 1941, and over the next twenty months, no additional illegal transports were organized. Groups of refugees waiting in the Balkans for further transport and Jews in Germany or the occupied countries were now on their own. Emigration to Palestine—whether infused with great political hopes, considered only as a kind of backup solution because other countries had closed their doors, or because it remained the last risky option for escape—did not fulfill the lofty expectations. The country was unable to become a home for the German Jews who were still trying to exit Germany. The Zionist organizations had a well-developed network of facilities for preparing Jews for immigration into Palestine, but these had been conceived for select groups and not large-scale Jewish migration, and were most certainly not equipped for mass flight from Germany. The British mandatory power was not furthering immigration to Palestine in any way; rather, it sought to regulate it, halting immigration when Arab revolts erupted. Even for the leadership in the Jewish Agency for Palestine, the plight of the German and Austrian Jews was only one political factor among other more weighty ones that ultimately influenced their actions.

To Emigrate or Stay On? Functionaries between Duty, Responsibility, and Self-Overestimation

The Gestapo “promoted” and at the same time hindered the emigration of the members of the Reichsvereinigung. Yet how did it deal with the emigration of its leading functionaries, and what was the attitude of these leaders toward leaving Germany? We know that Baeck, according to his own statements, had received six invitations for appointments to positions abroad, but “did not wish to desert.”146 After the war broke out, he wrote to a friend: “We are busy at work, and it shows a different face all the time, sometimes a kind of Medusa. But we are trying hard to achieve what we can, and to give people the feeling that what is possible for them is happening.”147 Moritz Henschel’s daughter later reported that aside from his sense of responsibility, what had kept her father, then almost sixty years old, from emigrating was the insight that he would be unable to create a new life for himself anywhere but in Germany: “so I’m staying here, and I’ll send my children out at the last moment.”148

The couple Hedwig and Paul Eppstein were living with the idea of future emigration, but repeatedly rejected plans: already at the end of 1937, during the Kareski crisis, Hedwig had written to relatives that they were determined to leave soon.149 But for Paul Eppstein, his work was more than just a job to earn a living: “For him [Paul Eppstein], work has to be in some bigger context, and that this is the case here in our situation is very clear. After all, the difficulty of a task doesn’t diminish the experience of its value.”150 And in December 1938: “We want to try to go to England in January or February and then wait there. It’s still uncertain whether that will work out. … At the moment, leaving is out of the question. For a few weeks, we have to do here what basic responsibility demands. Now is no time to think about one’s paltry self.”151 And a short time later: “It’s not exactly clear when P. can disentangle himself from work. In any case, he can’t suddenly stop working and won’t. Ultimately, and this is perfectly clear, the most valuable years of our lives are coming to an end. I am certain that for P., responsibility is more important than his own security.”152 Shortly thereafter, the couple received an entry visa for the United Kingdom, valid for twelve months, where Eppstein had an offer of an academic post to teach. An acquaintance stated that Eppstein had asked Hirsch for advice, who replied that if Eppstein or Lilienthal were to leave, Hirsch likewise would no longer feel obligated to stay. Eppstein interpreted this as “moral pressure,” though in some way, Hirsch’s answer might have been welcome to him as a pretense for staying. While Hedwig Eppstein emphasized the great importance that this work and responsibility had for her husband, the Zionist Moritz Spitzer, who knew Eppstein, also had some suspicion that there was a certain portion of egotism involved on Eppstein’s part: “Maybe he accepted the danger because he didn’t want to give up his powerful position. Along with all his good qualities, he was egotistical. Staying on certainly seemed to him personally to be a sacrifice. His wife wanted very much for him to leave Germany.”153 Given the plight of the Jews in Germany, the prospect of an academic position did not seem to be much of a temptation for Eppstein.154 Paul and Hedwig Eppstein were childless and had only small assets, amounting to 4,100 RM in securities. Along with the entry visa for England, they had put their names on the waiting list for a visa to the United States.155 Paul’s brother Lothar had emigrated to France in 1933 and later on fled to the United States, while his mother survived in unoccupied southern France. The possibility of simply remaining abroad without going through the emigration formalities was prohibited by the RSHA: “Paul and Hedwig were never both issued an exit permit at the same time. One passport was always retained. One was always a hostage for the other,” wrote Paul Eppstein’s sister-in-law later on, aptly describing the situation not just of the Eppsteins but of many functionaries who had remained on in Germany.156

When the Reich Central Office for Jewish Emigration was set up, the Jewish representatives had to leave their passports, which they needed in order to travel abroad to negotiate with foreign relief organizations, in a depository, and then apply for the passport to be handed over to them when traveling abroad.157 In the interest of “continuity of work,” the Gestapo later demanded that every member of the Reichsvereinigung board had to supply his or her personal data, data on family and assets, as well as information on the state of any preparations for emigration.158

This questionnaire shed light on the personal situation of the board members and the senior personnel in the RV. Thus, the wife and children of Julius Seligsohn were living in the Netherlands, and he himself was on the waiting list for entry to the United States; Arthur Lilienthal and his wife had an affidavit for the United States and were waiting for a visa. Heinrich Stahl’s son was in Belgium and Stahl wanted to join him there, and others as well, such as Leo Baeck, assumed that his departure was imminent.159 Moritz and Hildegard Henschel had sent a daughter to England, another to Palestine, and hoped to receive a “permit” for family members from one of these countries.
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