War and the Holocaust





Before the outbreak of war, the Nazis had confined their measures against  the Jews to discrimination and occasional instances of organized violence such as Kristallnacht.  From 1939, however, war brought further changes and made anti-semitic policies more extreme.





From 1941 onwards the Nazis came up with the Final Solution.  In addition to the original concentration camps, a number of new extermination camps were set up, mainly in occupied Poland.  Here over 6 million Jews were murdered between 1941 and 1945.
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The ‘Final Solution’ has caused disagreement among historians.  Some believe that the extermination of the Jews had always been Hitler’s intention, and that evidence for this can be found in his book Mein Kampf.  Other historians argue that the decision to exterminate the Jews was influenced by the war. But whether or not Hitler always intended to exterminate the Jews, we can certainly see that the war acted as a catalyst i.e. it speeded up the measures against the Jews and led directly to the Holocaust….





It closed off one of the options Hitler had been considering - moving the whole Jewish population to other areas, such as the island of Madagascar.  This would not be possible in war time.





The German conquest of eastern Europe opened up new concentrations of Jews in Poland and the Soviet Union.





It was possible in wartime to pursue policies that would have been more difficult in peace.  The wartime emergency made it possible to keep the extermination secret from the majority of the population.











The Holocaust





The Nazis used two main forms of mass-murder in the territories they occupied, especially in eastern Europe.





The first was special SS detachments with machine guns.  These operated throughout the western Soviet Union, especially in the Ukraine.





The second was the use of gas chambers in the extermination camps set up in Poland at Treblinka, Maidanek, Chelmo, Sobibor and, above all, Auschwitz, in which camp alone over two million people were killed by the SS.  The victims were led into what they were told were shower rooms.  Once inside the room was flooded with a poison gas.  The bodies were then disposed off in ovens.





We tried to fool the victims into thinking they were going through a delousing process (i.e. having a shower to get rid of lice).  At times they realized our intentions and we had riots and difficulties.





Rudolf Hoess, Commandant of Auschwitz.








Auschwitz was also the scene of cruel and pointless medical experiments carried out by Josef Mengele, an SS doctor.





Mengele ran a butcher shop - major surgeries were performed without anaesthesia.  Once I witnessed a stomach operation.  Mengele was removing pieces from the stomach, but without anaesthesia.





Memories of Alex Dekel, a Romanian Jew who was himself experimented on at Auschwitz.








One has to ask how people could carry out such terrible acts.  Rudolf Hoess was the commandant at Auschwitz in 1940.  He was directly responsible for the gassing and shooting of over two million people.  At the end of the war he went into hiding but was captured by the Allies and put on trial.  This is his explanation:


I am completely normal.  Even while I was carrying out the task of extermination I led a normal family life.  I never grew indifferent to human suffering.  I have always seen and felt for it … From our entire training the thought of refusing an order just didn’t enter one’s head, regardless of what kind of order it was.
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