


The Holocaust

Between 1939 and 1945 six million Jews were murdered in parts of Europe controlled by the Nazis.  Many of them died in ‘death camps’ in eastern Europe.  

How were the camp guards able to do what they did?  Different explanations have been given:

· that the camp guards weren’t human

· that they did not regard the Jews as humans

· that they hid from themselves what they were doing

· that what they were doing was just another job and as soldiers they took pride in doing it well

Read the sources and then answer the questions.

1. What evidence is there in sources 1 – 4 to support each of the explanations above?

2. Look at sources 3 and 4.  Do you think that Himmler and the police sergeant were ordinary, decent people?


Source 1





Extracts from an interview with Franz Stangl, Commandant of Treblinka concentration camp, when he was serving a life sentence in prison in 1971.





Q:  Did you think the Jews were human beings?


A:  Cargo.  They were cargo.


Q:  When did you begin to think of them as cargo?


A:  I think it started the day I saw the death camp in Treblinka.  I remember Wirth 


      standing there, next to the pits of black-blue corpses.  It had nothing to do with 


      humanity – it couldn’t have; a mass of rotting flesh.  Wirth said, ‘What shall we 


      do with this garbage?’  I think that started me thinking of them as cargo.














Source 2





From the diary of an SS officer at Auschwitz.  A special action was an arrival of victms for the gas chamber.





    Sunday, an excellent lunch; tomato soup, half a chicken with potatoes          


                  and red cabbage, a marvellous vanilla ice cream.  Left at eight in the     


                  evening for a special action.


7.10.1942  Present at the ninth special action.  Foreigners and women.











Source 4





From a letter from a German police sergeant working in Russia in 1942.





Naturally, we are cleaning up considerably, especially among the Jews.  But the population has to be kept firmly in check, too.  We act fast.  Well, we shall get home all the sooner.





I have a cosy flat.  Nothing is missing.  Apart from my wife and children.  My Deiter and my little Liese write often.  Sometimes I could weep.  It is not good to love one’s children as much as I do.











Source 3





Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS, was in overall charge of the ‘Final Solution’, yet he never actually killed anyone himself.  In 1941 he visited Russia.  This is an account of an SS general of what happened.  


                


Himmler had never seen dead people before and he stood right on the edge of this mass grave.  While he was looking in, he had the bad luck to get a splash of brains on his coat, and he went very pale and green; he wasn’t actually sick, but he was heaving and turned around and swayed and then I had to jump forward and hold him steady.











