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T
he rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi 
Party fundamentally changed the 
course of the 20th century, leading 
to a brutal war that engulfed much 
of the globe and left millions of 

people dead. But what was life like for those 
living in Germany at the time, witnessing the 
transformation of a minor far-right party into  
a powerful fascist dictatorship?

Featuring expert insight from historian 
Professor Sir Richard J Evans, this month’s 
essential guide tells the story of Adolf Hitler’s 
despotic regime, examining the policies that 
persuaded ordinary Germans to throw their 

support behind the Nazi cause. From literature 
to music, we look at how the party’s hateful 
ideology infiltrated virtually every aspect of 
German life, and the ways in which organisations 
such as the Hitler Youth sought to convince 
children that the Führer was the nation’s saviour. 

Crucially, we also cast a light on the 
experiences of Jewish people and other groups 
who were persecuted by the Third Reich, and 
examine the terrifying tactics used by the likes of 
the SS to clamp down on political dissent.

First, though, we begin over the page with  
a timeline charting the initial growth of the Nazi 
Party in the years after World War I... 

30 The road to the Reichstag
An overview of the key milestones on the Nazis’ path from fringe political 

movement to Germany’s ruling party 

32 Everything you wanted to know about Nazi Germany 
Professor Sir Richard J Evans answers our questions about life in the Third Reich

36 Hitler’s rise to power
Discover how the events of World War I and the Great Depression led ordinary 

Germans to put their faith in the hands of the Nazi leader

39 Economic and social policies 
Learn how the Nazis extended their control to virtually every aspect of German life: 

from what people farmed, to how they spent their leisure time

42 Hitler’s children 
Inside the regime’s attempts to brainwash young people into accepting Nazi ideals

46 The Nazi top brass
Discover the figures who occupied the most senior positions in the Third Reich

48 Victims of the Holocaust 
How the Nazis’ relentless persecution of Jews and other minority groups would 

culminate in the mass murder of millions

52 Women in Nazi Germany
Learn about the regime’s views on women and its plans to create a ‘master race’  

54 Propaganda and control
From radio broadcasts to rallies, we examine the variety of tactics used by Joseph 

Goebbels to promote the Nazis’ poisonous ideology

56 The foreign press
How did British and American journalists report on events in Nazi Germany?
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PROFESSOR SIR 
RICHARD J EVANS
is a world-renowned 

historian of 19th 
and 20th-century 

Germany and Europe. 
He has published 

more than 20 books 
in the field, including 

The Third Reich in 
History and Memory 
(Little, Brown, 2015). 

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO

LIFE IN NAZI 
GERMANYProfessor Sir Richard 

J Evans discusses life 

in Nazi Germany on the 

HistoryExtra podcast: 

historyextra.com/ 

nazi-germany-qa 



RISE OF THE NAZIS

THE ROAD TO THE R EICHSTAG
How a small right-wing group became Germany’s ruling party
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN
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Hitler and the Nazi 
Party lead the 

Beer Hall Putsch, 
an attempt to 
overthrow the 
Bavarian state 

government and 
spark insurrection 

against the Weimar 
Republic. Guilty of 
treason, Hitler is 
sentenced to five 
years in fortress 
confinement, but 
serves just nine 

months.

G The Fifth Party Congress, or the Rally 
of Victory, is held in Nuremberg until 

3 September. Hitler announces that all 
future rallies will take place in the city.

The German 
Federal election 
sees Nazi Party 

representation in 
parliament rocket 
to 107, making it 

the second-largest 
party in Germany. 
The Communist 

Party of Germany 
also does well, 
with its seats 

increasing to 77.

G By the end of 
1931, membership 
of the SA reaches 

260,000.

E The 
Schutzstaffel (SS) 
is officially formed 

as a small sub-
division of the 

SA, with around 
300 members 
(right). Initially 

Hitler’s personal 
bodyguard, the 

organisation 
will expand 
dramatically  
from 1929.

H The SS, on Hitler’s instructions, murder 
150–200 members of the SA, including 
its leader Ernst Röhm (below), as well 

as several other rivals. The Night of 
the Long Knives removes all internal 

opposition to the Nazis.

E Following 
President 

Hindenburg’s 
death, Hitler 

unifies the offices 
of president and 
chancellor and 
makes himself 

head of state. As 
Führer, he is now 
absolute ruler of 

Germany. d

F The Nazi Party 
gains just 12 seats 
in the Reichstag 

in Germany’s 
federal election. 

This year also sees 
the SA begin a 

period of violence 
towards the Roter 
Frontkämpferbund 

(Red Front 
Fighters’ League), 

an organ of the 
Communist Party 

(left).

Hitler calls  
a conference in 

Bamberg to heal 
divisions between 
the socialist and 
nationalist sides 
of the Nazi Party 
and establish the 
Führerprinzip, or 
‘leader principle’, 
stating that the 

party leader  
is to have  

absolute control.

Shortly after his 
release, Hitler 
re-establishes 
the Nazi Party 
as a political 
organisation, 

which will 
campaign legally 

to win votes 
in democratic 
elections. He 

becomes its new 
leader (Führer).

H Hitler, an Austrian, is granted German 
citizenship by the then federal state of 

Brunswick, where the Nazi Party has been 
part of a coalition government since 1930; 

this allows him to stand for president. 
Upon naturalisation, Hitler comments: “You 

should congratulate Germany, not me!” 

G The 
Sturmabteilung 

(SA), or Brownshirts, 
is formed as the 

Nazi’s paramilitary 
organisation. 

The DAP, having 
changed its name 

to the National 
Socialist German 
Workers’ Party 
(NSDAP) – later 

known as the Nazi 
Party – announces 

its new programme, 
setting out its 
intentions to 

remove the political, 
legal and civil  
rights of Jews.

As part of moves 
to consolidate 

power, Hitler bans 
all political parties, 

other than the 
Nazis, in Germany.

F Hitler 
becomes 

leader of the 
NSDAP by a 
vote of 533 

to 1. A month 
later, party 

membership 
reaches 
3,300. 

H Following intimidation by the SA, the 
Reichstag votes to give Hitler’s cabinet 
the authority to make laws without their 

approval for four years. The Enabling Act, 
as it is known, gives him absolute power 

as a lawmaker.

Hitler comes 
second to 

incumbent Paul 
von Hindenburg 

in the presidential 
election runoff, 
gaining 36.8 per 
cent of the votes;  
a federal election  

the same year  
gives the Nazi  

Party an 
opportunity to  
win a majority.

G The Nazi Party 
wins 288 seats 

in the Reichstag 
elections, and 
gain an overall 

majority with their 
nationalist coalition 

partners.

G The Reichstag elections see the Nazis 
become the largest single party, with 230 
seats. It is not enough to form a majority, 

though, and Hitler’s demands to be 
made chancellor are rebuffed. A second 
election in November sees the Nazis lose 

34 seats, but remain the largest party.

F The right-wing German 
Workers’ Party (DAP) 

is founded in 
Munich, promoting 

anti-Semitism 
and German 
nationalism. 
Eight months 

later, a 30-year-
old Adolf Hitler 
becomes the 
party’s 55th 
member.

H The Reichstag building, home of the 
German parliament in Berlin, is burned 

down. The fire is started by Marinus 
van der Lubbe (below, left), a Dutch 

anarcho-syndicalist, to protest against 
unemployment. The Nazis accuse the 

communists and persuade Hindenburg 
to suspend civil liberties. More than 

100,000 communists and socialists are 
arrested over the following weeks.

H Hoping to be 
able to control 

him, Hindenburg 
finally makes 

Hitler chancellor.
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EVERYTHING YOU WANTED 
TO KNOW ABOUT LIFE IN 
NAZI GERMANY

Professor Sir Richard J Evans answers key questions about the 
lives of ordinary Germans under the dictatorship of Adolf Hitler

Q: When we talk about Nazi
Germany, what timeframe does
this cover and what events
bookend that period?

A: Well, it officially begins on 30 January 
1933, which is when the leader of the 
National Socialist German Workers’ 
Party (the Nazi Party), Adolf Hitler, was 
appointed chancellor of the Weimar 
Republic. That’s to say, the head of the 
government under its president, Field 
Marshal von Hindenburg. There’s then 
about six months where the Nazis turn 
their position as head of a coalition 
government with conservatives – in 
which they [the Nazis] were a minority 
– into a one-party state and dictatorship 
with Hitler as its head. At the other end, 
I would say Nazi Germany can be seen 
to end either on 30 April 1945, when 

Hitler, faced with Soviet troops entering 
Berlin, took his own life in his bunker 
underneath the Reich Chancellery, or  
on 8 May 1945, when what was left of the 
German army surrendered to the Allies. 

Q: What was life like for 
children in Nazi Germany? 

A: Hitler said that the aim was to bring 
up children as physically fit and healthy – 
if they were so-called Aryans, that is, not 
if they were of mixed origin, with Slavic 
blood, or least of all with Jewish heritage. 
From 1936, non-Jewish, non-Slavic, 
non-foreign-born German children were 
obliged to enrol in the Hitler Youth or the 
League of German Girls, the former being 
essentially aimed at preparation for war.

From a very early age, children had to 
wear uniforms. At school, the day began 

with singing Nazi anthems and saluting 
the Nazi flag. They had to go on lots of 
camps and expeditions, which included 
drills and military terms. Both girls and 
boys were indoctrinated – not just by 
those organisations, but also in schools 
themselves. School textbooks were 
rewritten to become instruments of  
Nazi ideology.

Some children enjoyed this; it was 
probably quite nice to spend weekends 
in the countryside, camping out, singing 
patriotic songs, and so on. But the idea 
that these youth organisations would 
be run by young people themselves 
was never really fulfilled. It was older 

Nazis – members of the Sturmabteilung 
(‘Brownshirts’) – who were put in 
charge of them, and they were quite 
authoritarian and often rather brutal. 
Children soon got bored with the 
ideology, so the scheme was only partially 
successful. But there was a whole 
generation under the Nazis who were 
heavily indoctrinated.

You can see one example of this in the 
notorious Reich pogrom, the so-called 
Night of Broken Glass on 9–10 November 
1938, when Hitler and his minister of 
propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, unleashed 
attacks on Jews, and burned down Jewish 
property and synagogues. Some 7,500 
Jewish shops were smashed up and many 
young people took part in the attacks –
joining in with the destruction, smashing 
windows and helping beat up Jews on 
the streets, for example. Older Germans, 
on the other hand, whose ideas had been 
formed before 1933, were more inclined 
to look on in horror or in sympathy with 
the Jewish victims, or were appalled at 
the destruction of property and violence.

Q: How did the Nazis convince
the public to carry out such
atrocious acts on Jewish people?

A: We should never think of the German 
public at this time as a single entity; it 
was extremely diverse and divided – by 
religion, by class, by region. It was also 

divided into active Nazis – members 
of the party and the SS [Schutzstaffel, 
political soldiers of the Nazi Party]  
and the armed forces – and what can  
be called the more passive public on  
the other.

We know a lot about how people felt 
because the Nazis received continual 
reports on a very local basis. The 
Social Democratic Party (SPD), which, 
along with all other political parties 
in Germany, had been banned by the 
Nazis in the summer of 1933, also had 
secret reports smuggled out to their 
headquarters in exile, to keep tabs on 
what people were saying and thinking.

Some people did buy into the Nazi 
view that German Jews, and then later 
other European Jews, were a huge threat 
and should be exterminated. But a lot 
of Germans, particularly in the Catholic 
south, felt that this was wrong. There 
are records of people saying that it was 
wrong when Jews were taken away from 
towns in south Germany – put on trains 
and taken east. But they felt powerless to 
do anything about it.

Later on, when the strategic bombing 
of German cities by the Allies escalated 
dramatically (from 1942–early 1943), 
Goebbels tried to persuade Germans that 
this was being steered from behind the 
scenes by the Jews, in revenge for what 
the Nazis tacitly admitted they had been 
doing to them. Again, when Goebbels 

ABOVE: A poster urges 
students to support the 
Nazi cause and spread 
its propaganda

ABOVE LEFT: In an 
arresting example  
of ‘start them young’,  
a schoolteacher waves 
off her wards with the 
Nazi salute

MAIN: Firefighters try to stop a fire 
at a synagogue from spreading to 
a nearby home on Kristallnacht, 
1938 – while making no effort to 
save the synagogue itself 

RIGHT: The smashed windows 
of a Jewish-owned shop the 
morning after the pogrom

INSET: Joseph 
Goebbels was  
the Reich Minister 
for Public 
Enlightenment 
and Propaganda

Hitler gives his final speech before the 12 November 1933 parliamentary election 
– by this time, all opposing political parties had been banned in Germany

“OLDER GERMANS WERE 

MORE INCLINED TO LOOK ON IN 

HORROR OR IN SYMPATHY WITH 

THE JEWISH VICTIMS”

tried to publicise atrocities committed 
by the Red Army in 1944, when it had 
invaded eastern parts of Germany, there 
are records of people, particularly in 
Catholic towns in the south, saying: 
“Well, we should have expected this, it’s 
what we’ve done to the Jews; we can’t be 
too outraged by it, the atrocities are real”.

Lots of people did buy into the idea 
that it was the Jews who were behind 
the Allied war efforts, and, ridiculously, 
behind Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt. 
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To that extent, the huge propaganda 
apparatus of Goebbels had scored a victory. 
It was the effect of years of indoctrination 
in schools, in youth groups, in the military 
and workplace, in huge organisations like 
the Labour Front and the Nazi Party, and, 
of course, all the controlled orchestrated 
media – newsreels, cinema, magazines, 
newspapers and radio. All of these had 
been blasting out anti-Jewish propaganda 
since 1933.

Although anti-Jewish propaganda had 
some success, we shouldn’t assume that 
all Germans supported it, though. The 
regime succeeded in separating the Jewish 
community from the non-Jewish majority, 
but there were some small groups who 
tried secretly to help Jewish people. 

We can see the contrast from 1933, in the 
early stages of the Nazi regime. On 1 April 
1933, the Nazis launched a nationwide 
boycott of Jewish-owned shops. Huge 
numbers of Germans objected to this and 
questioned why they shouldn’t go into the 
shops they had always visited, who sold 
good products that were reasonably cheap, 
or that were owned by people they knew. 
It certainly wasn’t the case that the Nazis 
tapped into pre-existing, extreme anti-
Jewish sentiment in Germany.

Q: Did most German 
citizens fear the Nazis or 
simply acquiesce?

A: I think the answer is both, really, 
depending on who you were. The Nazis 
kept a very close eye on former activists 
for the socialists and communists. They 
had what were called block wardens; 
in cities and towns, every street block 
was looked after by an active Nazi. 
And in working-class areas with high 
degrees of support for the communists 
and socialists, the Nazis put in middle-
class or lower-middle-class Nazi Party 
members who had no love for the 
socialists and made sure that if there 
was any resistance movement – secret 
meetings in flats and so on – they would 
be found out and punished. 

People had to put up Nazi flags on 
Hitler’s birthday and there was a lot 
of coercion. The numbers of people 
imprisoned shot up in the Nazi period  

and in turn the Nazis wouldn’t make  
too many demands on them. This 
agreement changed during the war, 
though, because one of the main 
objectives of Nazism was to make the 
Germans love war, and the great majority 
of Germans didn’t. Many had already 
been through World War I and had seen 
the death and destruction of that conflict; 
they didn’t want that repeated. 

One of the reasons Nazi foreign 
policy up to 1939 was so successful, was 
because it made Germany great again, as 
it were, without a lot of bloodshed. The 
great foreign policy triumphs, such as 
the remilitarisation of the Rhineland and 
the annexation of Austria, the Anschluss, 
the annexation and destruction of 
Czechoslovakia, the victories over Poland 
and then France and western European 
countries, were all achieved very quickly 
at a minimal cost in lives, and made the 
Nazis incredibly popular. Nazi popularity 
peaked in 1940, really. After that, as the 
war became more destructive and 
claimed more lives, people began to 
lose faith in the party. 

How German people reacted 
to the Nazis is complicated, 
though. I think they 
appreciated the Nazis for 
restoring the economy, though 
a lot of that was done by 
statistical manipulation and 
trickery. But ironically, there was 
popular appreciation of the Nazis’ 

the country were said to be ‘Rhineland 
bastards’; in other words, they were 
alleged to be the offspring of rapes 
carried out on German women by these 
Senegalese/French-African troops in 
1923. The result of that was that these 
black and mixed-race Germans were 
forcibly sterilised by the Nazis.

The allegation of the rapes was, of 
course, a complete propaganda lie. 
Most of Germany’s black and mixed-
race inhabitants were the offspring 
of consensual unions in the German 
colonies before 1918 – Germany had 
had its own colonial empire, including 
Cameroon, which was then handed over 
to the French and British at the end of 
World War I. So these men and women 
were the children of unions mostly 
between white German settlers and black 
African women. The numbers of rapes in 
the Rhineland during the occupation of 
1923 was actually extremely small, but 
these 500 or so people were all tarred 
with the same racist brush and were 
forcibly sterilised under the Nazis.

Some black and mixed-race people 
also appeared in films, created by the 
Nazi film industry, about what they 
[the Nazis] depicted as ‘heroic’ German 
settlers and explorers – these black 
Germans were deployed as extras on set, 
playing ‘African tribesmen’. 

Other black and mixed-race people 
were employed in the entertainment 
industry in one way or another, but they 
also had a very hard time – stigmatised 
and maltreated. d

NAZI GERMANY Q&A

restoration of law and order, even though 
in the late years of Weimar Republic a 
lot of the disruption on the streets was 
actually caused by the Nazis.

Most people didn’t like their attacks 
on religion: Catholics in particular were 
not happy about Nazi attempts to curb 
the Catholic Church and bring it under 
their control. And many Germans didn’t 
particularly like the Nazi education 
system, as well as other aspects of the 
regime. It was a very mixed picture.

Q: How many black people,
citizens or otherwise, lived in
Germany at this time and how
were they treated in comparison
to other minority groups?

A: There were about 500, I would 
say, either black people or mixed-race 
African-German people living in Nazi 
Germany, and they had already been 
the focus of massive ultranationalist 
propaganda in the Weimar Republic that 
had ruled previously.

In 1923, when Germany defaulted on 
its reparations payments [for the damage 
suffered by Britain and France during 
World War I], the French occupied 
the Ruhr (the heavily industrialised 
area in western Germany). They sent 
in troops to requisition coal, iron ore, 

and other substitutes in lieu of the 
reparations payments. And these 

troops included black troops 
from the then French colony 
of Senegal and other parts of 
French Africa. This gave rise 
to a massive racist outcry on 
the far right, including by the 
Nazi Party.

When the Nazi regime 
began in 1933, the black and 

mixed-race Germans residing in 

SIR RICHARD J EVANS is a leading 
historian of Nazi Germany and regius 
professor emeritus of history at the 
University of Cambridge. His books 
include The Third Reich in History and 
Memory (Little, Brown, 2015)

These children are being handed cake to celebrate Hitler’s birthday – just  
one more example of the cult of personality surrounding the dictator

so there was a lot of fear.
But at the same time, there was also 

a lot of acquiescence. Most people just 
wanted a quiet life. They wanted to get on 
with their jobs and their lives, raise their 
families. There was a certain retreat into 
private life under the Nazis, because to 
take part in public life, you had to be an 
active Nazi and do all sorts of things that 
many people really didn’t want to do.

By 1939, there was a kind of tacit 
agreement that people wouldn’t object 
to the Nazis or oppose them (apart from 
some very small resistance groups),  

BELOW: Ronnie 
Roberts (pictured 
below left with his 

mother and sister in 
c1924) was the son of  

a white German 
mother and a British/
Barbadian father. Like 

hundeds of other black 
and mixed-race 

Germans, Ronnie 
experienced racist 
persecution at the 
hands of the Nazis

LEFT: An anti-Semitic 
cartoon from a 
Bulgarian pro-Nazi 
propaganda magazine 
shows Franklin  
D Roosevelt in the 
pocket of a Jew. 
Images like this were 
effective: many 
Germans did believe 
that Jews supported 
Allied war efforts 

FAR LEFT: A sign  
urges Germans not to 
buy from a Jewish-
owned store

“NAZI POPULARITY PEAKED 

IN 1940. AFTER THAT, AS THE WAR 

BECAME MORE DESTRUCTIVE, 

PEOPLE BEGAN TO LOSE FAITH”

MAIN: Hitler with the papal 
nuncio Archbishop Cesare 
Orsenigo in 1935; the Nazi 
Party would try and bring 

the Catholic Church in 
Germany under its control 

LEFT: Two men of the SA, or 
‘Brownshirts’ – the party’s 

paramilitary wing – promote 
their anti-Semitism to all 

who will listen

BIRTHDAY EXCESS
Hitler’s 50th birthday, on 20 April 

1939, was celebrated as a national 

holiday across Germany. Festivities 

included a huge, nearly five-hour 

long military parade with Luftwaffe 

flypast. One publishing house 
erected a 25-foot portrait  
of Hitler, complete with floodlights and flags.

A cordon of Nazis 
bar Jews from a 

university in Vienna
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THE NAZI PARTY’S  
RISE TO POWER

The tumultuous, deprived years that followed World War I proved  
a fertile ground for a new type of German politics

G
ermany, in the immediate 
years following World War I, 
was a mightily unstable 
place. Dangerous, too. 
Paramilitaries, known as 

Freikorps, roamed the streets, eager 
to violently suppress any communist 
uprisings. The ideologies of these 
right-wing militias – anti-big business, 
anti-bourgeois and anti-Semitic – were 
also shared by a new political entity: the 
Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, aka the DAP, aka 
the German Workers’ Party.

Formed in January 1919 by, among 
others, German nationalist and Munich 
locksmith Anton Drexler, the DAP’s 
opposition to international capitalism 
ran parallel to its distrust of Jews, whom 

they believed controlled the global 
economy. Believing Germans to be 
part of an Aryan ‘master race’, the 
party represented the convergence 
of populist nationalism and 
economic socialism. 

The DAP initially comprised 
a few dozen members and met 
in secret. Nonetheless, it did 
attract the suspicions of the 
German army who appointed 
a decorated World War I veteran, 
one Adolf Hitler, as an intelligence 
agent to infiltrate the party. It was an 
appointment that, eventually, would 
have very dire consequences.

DAP officials were quickly impressed 
by Hitler’s oratorical skills and offered 

him party membership which, on 
approval from his superiors in the 

army, he accepted. Indeed, so strong 
were Hitler’s communication 
skills that he was soon put in 
charge of the party’s propaganda. 
Opposed to the secrecy the DAP 
had operated under thus far, 

Hitler would give speeches before 
several hundred people. But he 

didn't exactly toe the party line.
At the Hofbräuhaus beer cellar in 

Munich in February 1920, an audience 
of around 2,000 heard a speech in which 
Hitler decried the existing DAP manifesto. 
In the same month, the party changed its 
name to the National Socialist German 
Workers’ Party; the word ‘socialist’ was an 

undisguised attempt to woo left-wing 
workers, but Hitler disagreed with its 
inclusion. His star was ascending quickly, 
though, with a reputation such that 
people would flock to hear him berate the 
Treaty of Versailles and blame Jews for the 
ills of the world.

LARGE AND IN CHARGE
An example of just how quickly Hitler’s 
influence within the party had grown, 
and how broad it had become, came 
in 1921 when calls were voiced for the 
DAP to merge with the German Socialist 
Party. A potential merger with a rival 
party was too much for Hitler to bear, 
and he tendered his resignation in 
anything but a tender fashion. The party 
was a blunt instrument without the 
increasingly ruthless Hitler as their chief 
orator and he was persuaded to rescind 
his resignation; in return, he would 
replace Drexler as party chairman. Once 
installed, Hitler dissolved the party 
committee and became sole leader.

That same year, he established the 
Sturmabteilung (more commonly 
known as the SA, or Brownshirts), 
a party militia designed to violently 
attack other political parties and their 
supporters. The SA generally recruited 
out-of-work young men who were 
angry and disaffected. Rallies became 
recruitment drives, often held in 

Bavarian beer halls with the promise of 
free beer for attendees. 

Hitler’s ultimate aim was to extinguish 
the Weimar Republic, and events in Italy 
in 1922 showed that such a power grab 
was possible – there, another right-wing 
figure with ambitions of absolute power, 
Benito Mussolini, had staged a successful 
coup. Mussolini and Hitler were cut from 
the same cloth: both were opposed to 
communism and liberalism, and were 
keen to expand their country’s territory. 
Hitler even adopted Mussolini’s straight-
arm salute.

In 1923, inspired by Mussolini’s March 
on Rome the previous year, Hitler led an 
unsuccessful attempt to overthrow the 

Bavarian state government. The putsch 
began at a beer hall (Bürgerbräukeller) on 
8 November and ended with a march to 
the Field Marshals’ Hall the following day, 
where the Bavarian state police opened fire 
on the 3,000 marchers: 14 Nazis and four 
police officers were killed. The NSDAP was 
subsequently outlawed and its leaders, 
Hitler among them, were imprisoned for 
treason. It was while in jail that he wrote 
the first volume of Mein Kampf.

Within two months of his release, 
just before Christmas 1924, Hitler had 
persuaded the authorities to lift the 
ban on the NSDAP. He jettisoned their 
paramilitary tactics, setting the party on 
a programme of legitimate politicking. 
They contested elections to both the 
Reichstag, the national parliament, and 
to the state legislature. Despite electoral 
disappointment (the NSDAP only received 
2.6 per cent of the vote in the 1928 

“HITLER AND MUSSOLINI WERE 
CUT FROM THE SAME CLOTH... 

HITLER EVEN ADOPTED MUSSOLINI’S 
STRAIGHT-ARM SALUTE”

LEFT: Anti-communist Freikorps militias were  
a common sight on Berlin streets after WWI

BELOW LEFT: Hitler as head of the NSDAP in 1925

MAIN: A formidable orator, Hitler could draw 
crowds of thousands – allowing him the  
chance to set out his own agenda

It was while in fortress 
confinement that Hitler 
(below, far left) wrote 
the first volume of his 
famous autobiographical 
tract Mein Kampf

Anton Drexler was 
ousted as chairman to 
make way for Hitler

Members of the Sturmabteilung (SA) pictured on a training march outside Munich in 1923
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SEIZING POWER

Having successfully created a one-party state  
during the first half of 1933, Adolf Hitler then 
embarked on a short – and very violent – 
programme of instilling loyalty within the Nazi 
Party. The main targets were the most prominent 
members of the Sturmabteilung (or SA), the party’s 
paramilitary wing, whose influence and power 
had grown so great that an attempted coup by its 
leader Ernst Röhm was allegedly planned.

Or at least that’s what was used as justification for 
the events of 30 June – 2 July 1934, known officially 
as Operation Hummingbird or, more commonly, the 
Night of the Long Knives. At least 85 people were 
murdered during the operation, although the body 
count is believed to be much higher. The killings were 
carried out by the SS (originally Hitler’s bodyguards) 
and the Gestapo, the Nazi secret police. Röhm, an ally 
of Hitler’s for many years, was among the SA victims. 

Operation Hummingbird also represented an 
opportunity for Hitler – spurred on by loyalists like 
Heinrich Himmler and Hermann Göring – to root out 
people he simply held grudges against, including 
the former Reich organisational leader Gregor 
Strasser, or anti-Nazi establishment figures that 
had crossed Hitler in the past, such as the former 
chancellor Kurt von Schleicher.

The purge reassured the German military of 
Hitler’s strength and thus the stability of the  
nation. Of seemingly little concern was the way 
in which the Führer ignored centuries of legal 
precedent to order these extrajudicial killings. In 
this show of strength over the judiciary, Hitler  
really had become untouchable.

THE NIGHT OF THE  
LONG KNIVES
After gaining power, Hitler consolidated  
his position with a bloody purge

Reichstag elections), its seven-figure 
membership continued to grow, thanks to 
strong recruitment structures and clear, 
effective propaganda. 

The party certainly benefited 
significantly from the effects of the Great 
Depression, the blame for which they 
placed firmly on the shoulders of Jewish 
businessmen. In 1930, the NSDAP share 
of the vote in the Reichstag elections had 
risen to 18 per cent, making it the second 
largest party in parliament. Following 
the second round of the 1932 presidential 
election, Hitler polled 36.8 per cent against 
the 54 per cent of the incumbent Paul von 
Hindenburg. 

Four months later, the Nazis became 
the largest party in the Reichstag, but still 
without a majority. Another election was 
called in November. The result was 
similar; the political stalemate remained 
unbroken. In this second election, the 
NSDAP vote actually dropped by four per 
cent. Facing the possibility that his appeal 
was in decline, in January 1933 Hitler 
persuaded Hindenburg that he was a 
sufficiently safe pair of hands to establish 
some kind of national stability. He was 

appointed Reich chancellor, the brake 
on his power being that he would be 
overseeing a cabinet where his own 
party was in a minority.

Two months later, the next 
parliamentary election again failed to 
yield an outright majority, but the Nazi 
vote had increased to 44 per cent. With 
German politics in more turmoil than 
ever after the Reichstag fire the previous 
month, the Enabling Act of 1933 gave 
Hitler the power to enact laws without 
parliamentary approval. The Nazis had 
totalitarian control and swiftly abolished 
opposition parties, imprisoning their 
officials and supporters. 

Hitler then made sure his grip on his 
party was watertight. After violently 
suppressing any intraparty opposition 
during the Night of the Long Knives in 
the summer of 1934 (see box, right),  
and following Hindenburg’s death a 
month later, Hitler merged the roles of 
party leader, government leader and 
head of state.

The beer hall preacher was now the 
all-powerful Führer. d 

WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

Hitler in 1933, the same year the Enabling Act gave him the ability to pass laws without parliament

ABOVE & LEFT: Hitler’s rhetoric appealed to the angry, 
disaffected and those left hungry by the Great Depression 

ABOVE: One of the 
headline killings was 
that of Hitler’s one-time 
ally Ernst Röhm 

RIGHT: Crowds wait for a 
glimpse of Hitler the 
morning after the purge
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POLICIES AT HOME

INDOCTRINATION  
AT EVERY LEVEL

Nazi social and economic policies covered all aspects  
of German life – from leisure time to education

The terms of the Treaty of Versailles of 
1919 had significantly shorn postwar 
Germany of its military might. During 
the war, it had boasted an army 
numbering nearly 2 million, but the 
treaty stripped this back to just 100,000 
soldiers, whose core duties were limited 
to the maintenance of civil order and the 
control of borders. Hitler’s ambitious 
plans for territorial expansion (the policy 
of Lebensraum, or ‘living room’) couldn’t 
be achieved without a renewed and 
strong military. Indeed, creating such was 
his priority: “All other tasks must cede 
precedence to the task of rearmament,” 
he declared. 

Accordingly, military spending 
increased from a single per cent of 
national income when the Nazis came 
to power, to 10 per cent within two 
years. The Treaty of Versailles had largely 
disarmed the German army, which 
had been forced to surrender military 
hardware and vehicles, and didn’t 
permit such large-scale rearmament. 
To sidestep international criticism, 
Germany withdrew from the League of 
Nations in October 1933. The German 
navy, similarly stripped to the bone by 

the Allies after the war, embarked on 
a major programme of expansion, too, 
commissioning the construction of 
dozens of new vessels. 

Hitler, though, continued to deflect 
opposition to this mass rearmament, 
insisting that the expenditure covered 
“essential maintenance and renewal”. 
Of course, such a claim didn’t explain 
the introduction of conscription in 1935, 
whereby every man had to undertake two 
years of national service. The result was 

REARMAMENT a military force some 1.4 million-strong: 
the Wehrmacht. 

With rearmament came huge 
expenditure, the belief within the German 
government being that the mounting 
national debt would be cleared by the 
collection of taxes from the new territories 
it planned to conquer and colonise.

Conscription, introduced 
in 1935, led to more than a 
million men being drafted 
by the start of the war

Rallies showed off German rearmament, in violation of Versailles

Hitler and top military brass attend the launch of a 
new ship for the Kriegsmarine, the Nazi navy
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Once in power, the Nazis embarked on a sizeable 
programme of public works, improving the 
infrastructure of a country still damaged and 
in decline because of the effects of World War I. 
The building of new schools and hospitals was 
commissioned, along with iconic structures, 
such as the Olympic Stadium in Berlin that 
would house the 1936 Games. Indeed, there were 
grand plans for the entire centre of the German 
capital to be radically renewed, a vision set out 
by Albert Speer, the man commonly known as 
the architect of the Third Reich.

Arguably the most notable element of the 
Nazi’s infrastructure programme was the 
construction of a comprehensive autobahn 
network. Under the stewardship of the chief 
engineer Fritz Todt, three north-south and 
east-west super-fast highways were built. By 
1941, when the project was suspended due to 
the demands of the war, nearly 2,500 miles 
of autobahn had been laid. The network’s 
importance to civilians at the time is 
questionable, with few Germans able to afford 
their own cars. However, the autobahn would 
prove advantageous when the military needed to 
move vehicles and personnel swiftly in wartime. 

Having risen to power partly fuelled by their opposition to 
international capitalism – an outlook seemingly vindicated 
by the 1929 Wall Street Crash and the subsequent Great 
Depression – the Nazis sought to establish an economic 
system whereby the country would be entirely self-
sufficient: autarky. The reasoning behind this was that, in 
readying for territorial expansion, Germany would remain 
strong when the inevitable war broke out. Eliminating 
international trade remained an idealistic pipe dream, 
though. While farmers received subsidies to produce 
more food, and controls were placed on imported goods, 
Germany still relied on foreign imports when war was 
declared in 1939. For instance, 20 per cent of its food was 
still coming from other countries. And restrictions on 
trade produced shortages for certain raw materials, such as 
rubber for car tyres, and fuel. 

PUBLIC WORKS

The Nazis weren’t only concerned with military 
expansion and full employment. They also played a 
significant part in their citizens’ leisure time, mostly 
through the establishment of the Strength through Joy 
organisation – Kraft durch Freude, or KdF. Under the 
auspices of enriching the lives of the masses, the KdF 
organised a vast programme of concerts, day trips, 
hikes and holidays, the latter even including cruises, 
and skiing trips in the Alps. Indeed, the KdF rose to 
become the world’s leading travel agent, with  
43 million Germans taking part in KdF holidays  
between 1934 and 1938.

However, not all was quite how it seemed.  
The KdF was actually part of the German Labour 
Front, the organisation that had replaced the 
trade unions that were banned under the 
Nazis. The thinking: the busier a worker’s 
leisure time, the less likely they were to 
cultivate negative, anti-Nazi thoughts. 
KdF holidays weren’t quite the affairs 
they might have appeared, either. 
Allegiance had to be paid to the Swastika flag 
twice a day, and government agents posed as 
holiday-makers to keep a beady eye on anyone 
not toeing the party line. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

In 1933, the Reichsnährstand was established, a 
government organisation devoted to the control 
and promotion of agriculture. Food shortages had 
weakened Germany during World War I and, in 
the quest for self-sufficiency, improved production 
was seen as paramount. The Reichsnährstand did its 
utmost to protect home-grown and home-reared food by 
applying price controls and prohibitions to the market, 
as well as offering sizeable subsidies to farmers. But by 
1936, shortages were again conspicuous, with rationing in 
place for certain foodstuffs, such as butter and vegetables. 
Despite the close attentions of the government (in their 
control of the sector, the Reichsnährstand even dictated 

which seeds and fertilisers must be used), German 
agriculture barely improved production. This certainly 
wasn’t helped by nearly half a million farmers and 

farm workers who left a life on the land 
for more secure and more financially 

rewarding employment elsewhere. 

AGRICULTURE

LEISURE TIME

The Nazis used the education system as a way of blinkering young minds and 
enforcing Nazi ideals upon them. The school curriculum became decidedly 
narrower as subjects were slanted towards right-wing beliefs and ideology. 
Science lessons taught the misguided notion that ‘pure’ Germans were 
racially superior, while history classes amplified German achievements and 
disregarded uncomfortable truths about actual events. Teachers were expected 
to unquestioningly teach this skewed syllabus; any dissenters were sacked, along 
with all Jewish teachers when the Nazis came to power.

In 1933, public schools were forced to cap the number of “non-Aryan” students 
at five per cent; by 1938, they were outlawed altogether. “It is unacceptable to 
expect that any German teacher provide instruction to Jewish schoolchildren,” 
declared a Ministry for Science and Education order. “It should also be self-
evident that it is intolerable for German schoolchildren to sit in a classroom 
shared with Jews.”

ABOVE: Hermann Göring inspects a textile 
workshop in his role of making Germany 
self-sufficient  INSET: A poster from 1933 
promotes autarky

EDUCATION

Due to the effects of the Great Depression, 
unemployment in Germany was at 30 per cent 
when Hitler became Chancellor. But through the 
demands of the rearmament and public works 
programmes, this figure dramatically reduced. The 
construction industry boomed, as did industries 
involved in manufacturing for the military, 
including steel, aviation and shipbuilding. 
Job creation within Nazi Germany was higher 
than in any other western country; by 1938, 
unemployment had been practically eradicated, albeit through compulsion. 
In 1935, the Reich Labour Service was established, which made it mandatory for 
unemployed men aged 18–25 to work for six months on a public works scheme 
before undertaking their similarly compulsory two-year spell in the military.

EMPLOYMENT

CORRUPTING YOUTHThe biology curriculum was 
changed to teach Nazi beliefs on 
race, including eugenics. In his 

1925 book Mein Kampf, Hitler had 
written: "No boy or girl must 
leave school without having 

attained a clear insight into the meaning of racial purity."

MAIN: The booming construction industry was 
a success story for Nazi propaganda films

BELOW: “We prepare our body and soul”  
reads this Reich Labour Service poster

L–R: Nazi Germany had a great need for architects for the infrastructure works; 
a new stretch of autobahn, seen c1935; a poster for the 1936 Olympics 

Hitler and chief architect Albert 
Speer (standing to Hitler’s right, 
next to Rudolf Hess) study plans 
for a complex in Nuremberg 

LEFT: Farmers made up a quarter 
of Germany’s labour force by 1939
BELOW: Despite Nazi efforts, food 

production did not greatly 
improve in the 1930s

Schoolgirls in Berlin perform the Nazi 
salute as part of Physical Exercise Day

A teacher goes  through facial features that fit the Nazi ideal

LEFT: A KdF train takes German men and women 
on their latest state-approved trip 

BELOW: Strength through Joy was, for a time, the 
world’s largest tourism operator 

It looks fun, but KdF was a  
form of Nazi social control

AUTARKY
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YOUNG PEOPLE IN NAZI GERMANY

HITLER’S CHILDREN
Groups such as the Hitler Youth were originally founded 
to teach Nazi principles and help secure the future of the 
Reich. But, as Dr Emma Butcher explains, their members 
would eventually find themselves fighting on the frontline

O
n 14 September 1935,  
Adolf Hitler stepped 
up to a podium facing 
a 50,000-strong crowd 
in the rally grounds of 

Nuremberg. With his fists clenched, 
he spoke in a tone that captivated his 
audience. This time, the entire crowd 
was made up of Hitler Youth members, 
an organisation that was used to educate 
and train boys aged 10 to 18 in Nazi 
principles. In his speech Hitler cited a 
passage from his two-volume political 
tract, Mein Kampf, describing his 
ideal Hitler Youth subject: “Swift as a 
greyhound, as tough as leather, and as 
hard as Krupp steel.”

TOMORROW’S NAZIS
Young people were the future of the 
Nazi regime’s survival, and their unified 
militancy was vital to Hitler’s utopian 
vision of a thriving fatherland. At the 
time of his 1935 address, almost 60 per 
cent of German boys had joined the 
Hitler Youth, and in 1936 it became a 
state agency that all young Aryans were 
expected to join in order to be educated 
physically, intellectually and morally. In 
fact, the movement became inescapable 
– all other youth groups either disbanded 
or were absorbed into the Hitler Youth, 
and opportunities such as summer camps 
and sports facilities were now only open 
to members.

By early 1939, around 82 per cent 
of eligible boys in the Greater Reich 
belonged to the Hitler Youth, making 
it the largest youth organisation in the 
world. On 25 March 1939, the law on 
membership tightened, and it became 
mandatory for all German males aged 
10 to 18 to join the organisation; those 
who failed to comply with the law were 
threatened with criminal prosecution, 
including parents who refused to 
relinquish control of their youngsters.

Gender division was paramount to 
Nazi strategy. Boys were considered 
future soldiers for the Nazi cause; as 
such, every activity from local to national 
level was designed around physical 

“THE YOUTH WERE THE FUTURE OF THE

NAZI REGIME’S SURVIVAL, AND THEIR

UNIFIED MILITANCY WAS VITAL TO HITLER’S

VISION OF A THRIVING FATHERLAND”
ABOVE: Colonel Horst Niemack (centre) speaks to members of the Berlin Hitler Youth at a training camp.  
Boys were considered future soldiers for the Nazi cause  ABOVE LEFT: A pair of very young children dressed in the 
distinctive attire of the Hitler Youth, c1935  LEFT: The first volume of Hitler’s Mein Kampf was published in 1925

Adolf Hitler 
arrives at the 

infamous 1934 
Nuremberg 

Rally, watched by 
members of the 

Hitler Youth

UNEXPECTED LINEAGEBaldur von Schirach, in charge 
of the Hitler Youth from 1931, was 

three-quarters American, and 
spoke English as his first language. He was a direct descendant of Thomas Heyward Jr – a signatory of the US Declaration of Independence.



YOUNG PEOPLE IN NAZI GERMANY

AUGUST 2021    4544    HISTORYEXTRA.COM

G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES
 X

6,
 A

LA
M

Y
 X

3

DR EMMA BUTCHER is an academic, 
writer and broadcaster who is an 
expert in the history of children and 
war. She is author of The Brontës and 
War (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019) and the 
upcoming Children in the Age of Modern 
War (Oxford University Press, 2022)

Despite it being mandatory – from 25 March 
1939 – for all males aged 10 to 18 to commit to 
the Hitler Youth, many young people avoided 
joining, and some even went so far as to form 
their own rival, anti-Nazi youth groups. The 
largest of these were the Edelweiss Pirates – a 
loose collection of individual groups, some 
with names of their own, who rejected the 
strict discipline and military structure of the 
Hitler Youth. Instead, they favoured freedom 
of expression and hiking and camping trips to 
the countryside, where they sang banned songs 
and spoke openly against the Nazis. After war 
broke out, Pirate activities became more serious 
– from distributing propaganda leaflets dropped 
by Allied aircraft and attacking Hitler Youth 
members, to stealing from Nazi supply lines or 
assisting deserters from the German army. 

Prior to 1939, the Pirates were seen as little 
more than troublesome youths by the authorities, 
but as the conflict progressed, the presence of 
disaffected youth groups began to be seen as 
more of a threat and a crackdown ensued. Those 
identified as belonging to the Pirates could have 
their heads shaved or be sent to concentration 
camps. In 1944, 13 young boys and men were 
publicly hanged in Cologne – six of whom were 
members of the Edelweiss Pirates.

Another anti-Nazi youth organisation – in 
addition to the Swing Youth group, which rebelled 
against Nazi values by frequenting illegal jazz clubs 
– was the White Rose group. Formed by students 
at the University of Munich, members of the White 
Rose launched an anti-Nazi graffiti campaign and 
published a series of leaflets advocating passive 
resistance to the Nazi regime, which were mailed 
to individuals across Munich. In February 1943, 
siblings Hans and Sophie Scholl were caught 
handing out leaflets at the university and were 
convicted of high treason. The pair, aged 24 and 
21 respectively, were sentenced to death and 
executed by guillotine. Hans’s last words were:  
“Es lebe die Freiheit!” (“Long live freedom!”)

YOUTH GROUPS 
AGAINST HITLER
Defying the Führer could mean a death 
sentence – whatever your age

strength and experience of military 
drills and weaponry. 

Girls, meanwhile, were part of a 
different organisation, branded the Bund 
Deutscher Mädel (League of German 
Girls). Although physical fitness was 
valued, sports tended to be more focused 
on unity and working together, such as 
synchronised gymnastics. The League 
was primarily concerned with teaching 
girls aged 10 to 18 domestic skills such as 
cooking, sewing and first aid; essentially 
the normative gender roles that ensured 
good matrimony and motherhood. 

As Ilse McKee wrote in her 1960 
autobiography, Tomorrow the World: 
“We were Germany’s hope in the future, 
and it was our duty to breed and rear the 
new generation of sons and daughters 
who would carry on the tradition of the 
thousand-year-old Reich.” The youth 
were preparing for the next generation; 
the Nazi regime was to dominate the 
world, and sustain it.

SERVING THE FATHERLAND
The rhetoric of war became an important 
part of German children’s identities: by 
1943 militant oaths were no longer the 
chant of campfires but real-life pledges, 
while the Hitler Youth and League of 

German Girls were used as reserve units 
due to depleted German manpower. By 
1945, sectors of the German army, such 
as the Volkssturm (People’s Storm), were 
using children as young as 12; there were 
even all-female Werwolf (Werewolf) 
guerrilla units. These young recruits 
became the final frontline for Germany 
and were brandished at the forefront of 
its propaganda machine.

On 20 April 1945, as the war was 
drawing to a close, 19 boys aged between 
10 and 14 were paraded in front of Hitler’s 
bunker, where he would later take his 
own life. The footage was broadcast as a 
newsreel in the few cinemas left standing 
in Berlin – the boys have their Iron Crosses 
pinned to their chest and Hitler’s jarring 
words remain hopeful, almost paternal: 
“Despite the gravity of these times, I 
remain firmly convinced that we will 
achieve victory in this battle, and above all 
for Germany’s youth and you, my boys.”

One of these boys was Alfred Czech, 
known as Hitler’s youngest hero, who 
earned his medal saving German soldiers 
as his home village was attacked. In 2005 
he was interviewed about his encounter 
and quick transition into soldierhood 
in the Volkssturm: “As a small boy, I 
didn’t reflect much, I just wanted to 

do something for my people,” he said. 
“I didn’t think it was insane to send 
children into battle. It was war.” The 
interviewer, Tony Paterson, noted that 
Czech still had a picture of the encounter 
framed on the wall, hanging above a 
budgerigar cage. For many of Germany’s 
youth, the idea of the ‘Fatherland’ 
continued to resonate, with Hitler’s 
words still trusted by his ‘children’.

“BETTER DEAD THAN RED”
The blind determination of a desperate 
Germany saw the regime push children 
to participate in dangerous situations 
and risk almost certain death. One of the 
most shocking situations children found 
themselves in was being armed with 
anti-tank Panzerfausts (a type of grenade 
launcher) and anti-aircraft guns. At the 
battle of Berlin in 1945, boys and girls 
were on the frontline using their quasi-
military training in a last effort to stop 
the Soviets invading the city. There was 
even a radio station, Radio Werewolf, that 
rallied children with the cry of “Besser 
tot als rot” – better dead than red.

During the battle a young girl named 
Theresa Moelle spotted, along with her 
friend Anneliese, a Soviet tank coming 
towards them. Anneliese gave Theresa 
her Panzerfaust and she fired: “There 
was a flash, followed by a puff of smoke. 
Suddenly, the lid of the tank blew off, 
followed by a rush of bright red and 
yellow flame and sparks.” Later, Theresa 
remembers being bound and gagged 
by Soviet soldiers, surrounded by a sea 
of severed German heads while their 
captors urinated on a poster of Hitler.

This was not an exceptional encounter. 
During Germany’s final frantic weeks, 

more children 
were rounded up, 
taken out of school 
and sent out to the 
frontlines against 
the Soviets. Heinz 
Shuetze later recalled 
that at just 15 years 
old he was put in an 
SS uniform and sent 
to fight Soviet forces 
on the front line after 
being given half a 
day’s training with  
a Panzerfaust. 

A survivor from Soviet confrontations, 
Guenter Dullni, remembered how “[the 
Soviets] had no mercy for child soldiers, 
particularly when you were slapped into 
an SS uniform”. Against all the laws and 
principles of war, the brutality exhibited 
in these final battles demonstrated that 
children were not eligible for protection, 
but were merely an easy target.

Throughout the war, Germany’s youth 
groups transitioned from gender-divided 

clubs that secured Germany’s future 
strength, to back-up armies composed  
of miniature recruits and, ultimately,  
gun fodder. 

Whereas once German youth 
represented the longevity and strength 
of the Reich, each child quickly became 
disposable when all future hopes 
were dashed by impending defeat. 
Through personal testimony, and films 
like Taika Waititi’s Jojo Rabbit (2019), 
these children’s experiences are being 
highlighted, showing how dependant 
ideologies are on mobilised youth, 
and how entire generations can be 
manipulated and mutated into weapons 
and soldiers. d

“LATER, THERESA REMEMBERS

BEING BOUND AND GAGGED BY SOVIET

SOLDIERS, SURROUNDED BY A SEA OF

SEVERED GERMAN HEADS”

Hitler Youth members gather 
inside a radio studio to take 
part in a propaganda broadcast

Adolf Hitler greets 16-year-old Iron 
Cross recipient Wilhelm ‘Willi’ Hübner. 
Alfred Czech, who was even younger, 
is immediately to Hübner’s left

Members of the 
League of German 

Girls perform a song 
for Nazi official 

Alfred Rosenberg

A 15-year-old 
member of the 

Volkssturm (left) 
attends a Nazi 

event alongside 
his father

ABOVE: Young Alfred 
Czech proudly wears 
the Iron Cross (2nd 
Class) he was awarded 
in March 1945

ABOVE RIGHT: German 
boys crawl through a 
field during a military 
training exercise in the 
late 1930s

Girls exercise 
at a Nazi-run 

summer camp 
on the Baltic 

island of Rügen

Siblings Hans and Sophie Scholl, members of the White Rose youth 
group, were executed for distributing anti-Nazi leaflets 
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THE NAZI TOP BRASS
The Nazi regime was dominated by a handful 
of individuals, led by their Führer, Adolf Hitler
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MARTIN BORMANN
F Private secretary for Hitler  
and head of the Nazi Party’s 
Chancellery, Martin Bormann’s 
power was in truth second only to 
Hitler himself. Attaining much of 
his influence from 1941 onwards, 
he was instrumental in the 

struggles and persecutions between the Nazi Party 
and Germany’s Christian churches, and advocated 
the extermination of Jewish and Slavic people. He 
died by suicide shortly after Hitler’s death, but was 
tried at Nuremberg in absentia as his fate was 
unknown at the time.

JOACHIM VON RIBBENTROP
F Joachim von Ribbentrop was 
Hitler’s foreign minister between 
1936 and 1945. Before the 
outbreak of war, von Ribbentrop 
had successfully brokered treaties 
with Italy and Japan as well as a 
pact of non-aggression with the 

Soviet Union. His influence declined from 1941 
onwards and, following his arrest in 1945, he was 
sentenced to death at the Nuremberg Trials.

ADOLF EICHMANN
F Adolf Eichmann was one of  
the main perpetrators of the 
Holocaust. He had participated in 
the removal of Jews from Vienna 
and Prague and then became vital 
to implementing the ‘Final 
Solution’. Eichmann oversaw the 

identification and transportation of Jews from 
across occupied Europe to their final destinations in 
concentration camps. After escaping US custody 
after the war, he went on the run but was captured 
in Argentina by the Mossad (Israel’s intelligence 
service) in 1960. He was hanged in 1962.

ERNST RÖHM
F A leading figure in the Nazi 
Party’s early rise to power, Ernst 
Röhm led the party’s militia – the 
SA. Afraid of his potential as a rival, 
Hitler ordered Röhm’s execution in 
1934 as part of the political purge 
known as Night of the Long Knives.

GERTRUD SCHOLTZ-KLINK
F The ideal Nazi woman was a 
mother and homemaker, so there 
were few who made it into the 
highest levels of the party. 
Gertrud Scholtz-Link, however, 
was something of an exception – 
she was the leader of Germany’s 

National Socialist Women’s League. Mainly seen as 
figurehead, she promoted the roles of women as 
child-bearers and the superiority of men, as well as 
condemning women who entered politics. d 
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OTHER KEY FIGURES

ADOLF HITLER 

HEINRICH HIMMLER 

JOSEPH GOEBBELS 

Born in 1889 in Braunau am Inn, on 
the Austro-German border, Hitler left 
school with no qualifications and 
twice applied – unsuccessfully – to 
the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts. 

After the death of his mother in 
1907, he spent a few years moving 
around Vienna’s hostels, painting 
postcards to make a living. At this 
time, Vienna was a hotbed of racial 
rhetoric, and the city’s mayor Karl 
Lueger was a well-known anti-
Semite – a man Hitler admired. 

Hitler moved to Munich in 1913 
and enlisted to fight in a Bavarian 
regiment almost as soon as World 
War I was declared in 1914. Decorated 
twice for bravery, he was wounded at 
the Somme and suffered temporary 
blindness from a gas attack. Once 
the war had ended, he was employed 
by the army to monitor extreme 
nationalist movements. 

In 1919, Hitler joined the anti-
Semitic German Workers’ Party. 
His gifts for public speaking and 
enthralling crowds saw him climb 

the party ladder, and he was soon 
its most valuable member. In 1921, it 
was suggested that the group, now 
known as the National Socialist 
German Workers’ Party, should 
merge with the German Socialist 
Party – a rival group on the far 
right. Hitler was so appalled that he 
resigned his membership. Realising 
what a threat losing him would be to 
the party’s support, Hitler was lured 
back by granting his request that he 
be made chairman. 

Hitler was sentenced to five years 
in prison in 1924 following an attempt 
the previous year to overthrow the 
Bavarian government in a coup 
known as the Beer Hall Putsch. It was 
while incarcerated – he only served 
nine months – that Hitler wrote the 
first volume of Mein Kampf – an 
autobiographical manifesto in which, 
among other things, he outlined his 
support of dictatorial government 
and belief in the superiority of the 
Aryan race – a mythical ‘master race’, 
superior to others, that Hitler and 

others believed Germans 
belonged to. 

By 1932, with Hitler at 
its helm, the Nazi Party was 
Germany’s largest political 
party, and the following year, 
German President von Hindenburg 
made Hitler chancellor. When the 
president died in 1934, Hitler, with 
the support of the German army, 
became absolute dictator, embarking 
on a disturbing mission to rid the 
country of those he considered 
‘impure’ and non-Aryan, 
particularly Jews. Austria and 
part of Czechoslovakia came 
under Nazi control, but it was 
Hitler’s invasion of Poland 
in September 1939 that 
launched World War II. 

On 30 April 1945, as Soviet 
troops made their way 
towards his hideout, Hitler 
and his partner of at least 
13 years, Eva Braun (whom 
he had married the previous 
day), took their own lives.

The security forces of the Third Reich  
were all under the control of one man: 
Heinrich Himmler. As well as leader of  
the SS – the Nazi Party’s elite paramilitary 
unit – Himmler was chief of police, 
minister of the interior (from 1943), and 
the main architect of the Holocaust. 

Born in Munich in 1900, Himmler 
trained as an officer candidate but 

never saw action during World 
War I. He joined the Nazi 
Party in the early 1920s and 
his organisational skills 
soon earned him prestigious 
positions. He was made a 
head of the SS in 1929 – then 
Hitler’s bodyguards – before 

being elected to Germany’s 
parliament, the Reichstag. 

Under Himmler’s 
leadership, the Nazi 

Security Service (SD) 
was established, 
which monitored 
opponents 
and gathered 
intelligence. Once 
the Nazis were in 
power, Himmler 

expanded the power of the SS and began 
the Nazi mission of obliterating Jews from 
Germany. He opened the first concentration 
camp, Dachau, in 1933. Originally intended 
for political prisoners, it soon expanded 
to hold others, including Jews, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, Roma, homosexuals, vagrants, 
‘asocials’, ‘incorrigible’ petty criminals and 
the ‘work-shy’.

A firm believer in the idea of racial purity, 
Himmler encouraged Aryan ‘breeding 
programmes’ and set in motion the 
elimination of Jews and other so-called 
‘undesirables’ – he oversaw the ‘Final 
Solution’, sending millions of Jews to their 
deaths in extermination and labour camps. 
Shaken by a mass shooting of Jews he 
witnessed in 1941, Himmler sought 
alternative means of mass murder, leading to 
the implementation of gas chambers across 
death camps.

Unlike other commanders, Himmler 
tried to negotiate with the Allies. He was 
stripped of his offices and attempted to evade 
capture once Germany surrendered. He was 
eventually caught at a checkpoint manned by 
former Soviet prisoners of war and brought 
to British troops on 23 May. It was that day, in 
custody, that he took his own life.

Hermann Göring was Hitler’s right-hand 
man and earmarked to be his successor. Born 
in 1893, he served as a pilot during World 
War I, becoming a commercial pilot after the 
war ended. An impassioned speech by Hitler 
persuaded him to join the Nazi Party in 1922. 
He would be made the leader of the SA – the 
party’s militia, which intimidated opponents 
to the party – the following year. 

During the failed Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, 
Göring was shot and subsequently became 
addicted to morphine – an addiction that 
would plague him all his life. After spending 
some time in an asylum, he lived as an exile 
in Europe, returning to Germany in 1927. In 
1933, after becoming Minister of the 
Interior for Prussia, he created the 
oppressive secret police known as 
the Gestapo to eradicate 
opponents and dissention. His 
aptitude continued to see Göring 
given ever more responsibility, 
including control of Germany’s 
police forces, before handing this 
over to Himmler. 

Göring’s assistance 
during the purge of 
political opponents 
known as the Night of 

the Long Knives enabled him to rise higher 
within the party and, in 1935, he took 
command of the Luftwaffe. 

Compared to Hitler, Göring was seen as a 
more sociable and accessible character. He 
was a popular public figure, a perception 
that only intensified after the launch of the 
Hermann Göring Works in 1937, and the 
hundreds of jobs it created. 

After the invasion of Poland in 1939, 
Göring was named as Hitler’s successor. In 
April 1945, as the Allies closed in on Hitler 
and Berlin, Göring, believing the Führer to 
be trapped, telegrammed him requesting 

permission to assume power. A furious 
Hitler interpreted this as an act of 

treason and called for Göring’s 
resignation, expelling him from the 

party. Once Hitler was dead, 
Göring surrendered to the Allies.

During the military tribunals 
that followed WWII (known as 
the Nuremberg Trials), Göring 

was condemned as a war 
criminal but killed himself 

on 15 October 1946, 
the day before 
his intended 
execution.

The propaganda machine of the Nazi 
regime was one of its strongest assets, 
and was overseen by Joseph Goebbels. 
Goebbels, who would become an 
ardent anti-Semite, was born in Rheydt, 
Germany, in 1897, and had contracted 

polio as a child, a disease that had 
left him with a clubfoot 

and one leg shorter 
than the other. 

Ridiculed at school 
for his disability, 
Goebbels gained 
a desperate need 
to prove himself. 
Exempted 
from military 
service during 
World War I, he 

embarked on a career in journalism. 
Having joined the Nazi Party in 

1924, Goebbels was soon tasked with 
increasing the party’s support in Berlin 
and here his talents flourished. Through 
rallies, posters and later newspapers, 
he tapped into the fears of the German 
people, pushing them towards the Nazi 
Party as the solution. His hard work paid 
off – once Hitler gained power in 1933, 
the Führer made Goebbels Minister for 
Public Enlightenment and Propaganda. 

His new position gave Goebbels 
control over the radio, cinema and 
press, which were all censored by the 
state. In a crackdown on dissention and 
opposition, Goebbels oversaw the 
banning of books by ‘unsuitable’ 
authors and created films that spread 

the Nazi messages of supremacy and 
anti-Semitism. 

On 9 November 1938, Goebbels 
delivered a speech that encouraged 
anti-Semitic demonstrations. Over the 
following days across Germany, Austria 
and the Sudetenland, synagogues and 
Jewish-owned businesses were attacked, 
Jews murdered, and 30,000 Jewish men 
taken to concentration camps in what 
would be known as Kristallnacht, or the 
Night of Broken Glass.

Goebbels had complete faith in the 
messages he was curating and spreading, 
even when it was clear that Germany 
was losing the war. Loyal to Hitler until 
the end, the day after his death, Goebbels 
and his wife Magda poisoned their six 
children before killing themselves.
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VICTIMS OF  
THE HOLOCAUST
From the moment they gained power, the Nazis engaged in a 
relentless campaign of persecution against Jews and other minority 
groups, culminating in the mass murder of millions of innocents

LAWS & DISORDER A timeline of increasing persecution

22 MARCH 1933

The first concentration 
camp is established in 
Dachau, about 10 miles 
north of Munich. Initially 
a camp for communists, 
socialists and other 
political prisoners, by 
1944 it will hold around 
30,000 prisoners. 

1 APRIL 1933

Less than three months 
after coming to power, 
the Nazi Party organises 
a national boycott 
of Jewish-owned 
businesses. 

7 APRIL 1933

A law is passed 
prohibiting Jews  
from working for  
the Civil Service.

25 APRIL 1933

The number of Jewish 
students in any one 
public school is limited 
to no more than  
five per cent of its total 
student population.

10 MAY 1933

Thousands of “un-
German” books are 
burned by students in 
19 university towns and 
cities across Germany, 
among them works by 
disability rights advocate 
Helen Keller. The move 
heralds a new era of 
state censorship.

I
n Nazi ideological terms, Jews were 
more than simply Untermensch 
(inferior people) – they were a global 
threat that, if not eradicated, would 
eliminate the ‘Aryan master race’ 

that Hitler was so desperate to promote 
in Germany. It was a belief that sat at the 
heart of Nazi thinking and, within weeks 
of its gaining power in 1933, the Nazi Party 
was making good on its pledge of 1920 to 
segregate Jews from ‘Aryan’ society and 
remove their political, legal, and civil rights. 

Between 1933 and 1939, more than  
400 laws and decrees designed to segregate 
Jews were passed, with anti-Jewish 
legislation touching all parts of daily life. 
By early 1934, Jewish participation in 
the medical and legal professions had 
been severely curtailed; civil servants had 
been dismissed; the licences of Jewish 
tax consultants had been revoked; Jewish 
actors could no longer perform on stage  

or screen… the list went on and on. At a 
local government level, too, further  
restrictions were introduced, many of 
which impacted life at home – including, 
in Saxony, the ban on slaughtering animals 
according to Jewish ritual and dietary laws.

ESCALATING PERSECUTION 
In September 1935, the Nazis used their 
annual rally in Nuremberg to announce 
new laws that would have a profound 
impact on Germany’s Jewish population, 
as well as Germans who had previously 
felt safe from anti-Semitic legislation. The 
Nuremberg Laws, for the first time, legally 
identified Jews not by their religious faith, 
but as a ‘race’, defined by birth and by 
blood. Now, anyone with three or four 
Jewish grandparents (whose adherence 
to the Jewish faith had been recorded in 
the official census) was, regardless of the 
religion they practised, defined as Jewish. 

Under the new laws, German 
Jews were no longer Reich 
citizens and were prohibited 
from having relations with, or 
marrying, anyone with “German 
or German-related blood”. Now 
legally stateless, Jews found 
themselves subjected to a new, 
even more rigorous, wave of 
anti-Semitic legislation that 
segregated them from all aspects 
of public life, as the Nazis strove 
to ‘Aryanise’ Germany: Jewish 

workers and managers  
were dismissed, property and assets  
had to be registered with the 
government, Jewish-owned companies 
were sold to non-Jewish Germans – 
usually for well below their market 
value – and university students could 
not sit their exams. In Düsseldorf, 
Jewish patients could no longer be 
treated at public hospitals. Even Jewish 

soldiers who had fought for Germany 
in World War I were not allowed to be 
named on war memorials.

Tens of thousands of Jews from eastern 

Europe (mostly from Russian and Polish 
territories) who were living in Germany 
were forcibly expelled, with many finding 
themselves unwelcome in their native 
countries and with nowhere to go. In 1938, 
around 17,000 Polish-Jewish residents 
were forcibly deported over the Polish 
border, but were refused entry by the 
Polish government. Stateless, they had no 
choice but to stay in a narrow stretch of 
‘no man’s land’ around the Polish border 
area, with little in the way of food or 
shelter. It was a story that would become 
all too common. 

SEEKING SAFETY 
With the Nazis in power and flexing their 
political muscles, many German Jews, 
fearful of what was to come, chose to 
flee the country. Between 1933 and 1937, 
around 130,000 Jews left Germany – many 
for countries such as the US, Canada, 
Portugal and eastern Europe – with waves 
of emigration spiking after events such  
as the November pogrom (Kristallnacht, 
or Night of Broken Glass) of 1938 –  
Nazi-organised attacks on Jewish people 
and property, supposedly in retaliation 

The first concentration camps were opened 
in 1933, during the Nazi Party’s rise to power, 
and were initially intended for enemies 
of the Nazi cause, such as socialists and 
communists. “But,” says Professor Sir 
Richard J Evans, “in 1937–38, these camps 
acquired a new function, which was to house 
so-called ‘asocials’ – petty criminals, the 
‘work-shy’, vagrants and others. And that’s 
when they expanded in number and size. 
More than 700,000 people – overwhelmingly 
slave labourers – were held in concentration 
camps by the beginning of 1945.”

In addition to concentration camps, several 
other types of incarceration sites were 
established by the Nazis, including forced-
labour camps, prisoner-of-war camps (for 
Allied prisoners of war, as well as Poles and 
Soviets), transit camps (temporary holding 
facilities for Jewish prisoners awaiting 
deportation) and extermination camps. By 
the end of World War II, more than 40,000 
camps and incarceration sites (including 
ghettos) existed across Nazi Germany and its 
occupied territories.

Unlike the Nazi extermination sites, 
concentration camps were not specifically 
designed to murder prisoners on arrival, 
but being sent to one often meant a death 
sentence. Prisoners were subjected to 
horrific conditions from the moment they 
arrived – deployed as forced labourers for 
SS construction projects, including the 
expansion of the camps themselves, or made 
to carry out backbreaking labour in stone 
quarries, coal mines, as well as positions 
in factories and within the camp itself. 
Worked well beyond the point of exhaustion, 
prisoners received very little food – often a 

NOT ALL CAMPS WERE EXTERMINATION CAMPS
Some camps existed solely for the purpose of killing people – but not all

watery slop of rotten vegetables and meat – 
and were crammed into slum-like barracks. 
Diseases such as tuberculosis, dysentery and 
typhus were rife, while physical punishments 
at the hands of SS guards often resulted in 
broken limbs and sores from floggings. 

“Extermination camps were a different 
matter,” says Evans. “These were established 
essentially from late 1941 and early 1942, 
for the purpose of exterminating Jews, 
by gassing in closed chambers or closed 
vans. Camps such as Treblinka, Sobibór and 
Belzec existed purely for the purpose of 
killing people. Jews were arrested, taken 
out by train and marched straight into gas 
chambers where they were murdered. Many 
Jews were also killed by SS forces behind 
the eastern front and buried in pits. A lot of 
them were put into ghettos before they were 
transported to the death camps and lived in 
conditions which had extremely high death 
rates. They were malnourished, there was 
disease, and no attempt was made to give 
them decent human living conditions.”

for the assassination of a German 
diplomat by a 17-year-old Jew of Polish 
heritage. Hundreds of Jewish people were 
murdered during the violence, and some 
30,000 Jewish men were rounded up 

“LEGALLY STATELESS, JEWS WERE

SUBJECTED TO A NEW WAVE OF

ANTI-SEMITIC LEGISLATION”

RIGHT: The Nazis’ anti-Jewish laws were 
reported in the British press 

BELOW: A Roma man has his nose measured in 
an Aryan race determination test 

Nazi Brownshirts encouraged Germans not to buy from Jewish businesses

Nazi propaganda 
played to racist 
stereotypes to bolster 
the idea that all  
Jews posed a threat 

Nazi mobs rained destruction on Jewish property 
in the 1938 pogrom known as Kristallnacht

ABOVE: An electrified 
barbed-wire fence separates 

men and women at this camp

RIGHT: Detainees of 
Flossenbürg concentration 
camp cut stone in a quarry

Many Jews who could flee did so 
to make new lives abroad – but 
many were not so fortunate
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9–10 NOVEMBER 1938

A series of violent anti-
Jewish pogroms take 
place across Germany, 
Austria, and the 
Sudetenland region of 
Czechoslovakia. 

14 JULY 1933

A new law orders the 
enforced sterilisation  
of anyone living with  
one or more of nine 
listed disabilities. 

OCTOBER 1939

Aktion T4 – the Nazi 
involuntary ‘euthanasia’ 
programme – is initiated 
with a mandate to kill 
anyone deemed to  
have a “life unworthy  
of living.” 

29 SEPTEMBER 1933

The Hereditary Farm 
Law is passed, banning 
Jews from owning or 
running farms.

15 NOVEMBER 1940

German authorities 
order the sealing of the 
Warsaw Ghetto. The 
move confines some 
350,000 Jewish people 
into an area of about  
1.3 square miles.

1 APRIL 1935

The German government 
bans Jehovah's 
Witness organisations. 
Those who refuse to 
renounce their faith  
face imprisonment  
or execution.

1 SEPTEMBER 1941

Jewish people over 
the age of six living 
in the Reich, Alsace, 
Bohemia-Moravia and 
the German–annexed 
territory of western 
Poland are required to 
wear a yellow Star of 
David on their outer 
clothing at all times.

28 JUNE 1935

A revision of the 
German criminal code 
expands the range of 
criminal offences to 
encompass any form of 
sexual contact between 
men, facilitating the 
systematic persecution 
of homosexuals.

16 DECEMBER 1942

Reichsführer-SS Heinrich 
Himmler orders all Roma 
people living in the so-
called Greater German 
Reich to be deported 
to Auschwitz-Birkenau 
– in February 1943, 
nearly 18,000 Roma are 
deported to the camp.

15 SEPTEMBER 1935

Persecution of Jewish 
people escalates with 
the passing of two 
new laws: the Reich 
Citizenship Law and the 
Law for the Protection of 
the German Blood and 
Honour. The laws also 
apply to Roma and  
Sinti people.

LAWS & DISORDER A timeline of increasing persecution

were placed in Jewish ghettos. 
In 1943, around 23,000 Roma and 

Sinti from all over occupied Europe were 
deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau where they 
were placed in a family camp known as the 
Zigeunerlager (‘Gypsy’ camp) – an estimated 
21,000 of these men, women and children 
died in the camp, or were murdered in 
the gas chambers. Between 200,000 and 
500,000 Roma and Sinti people are thought 
to have been killed during the Holocaust, 
with many others forcibly sterilised or 
confined in concentration camps as enemies 
of the Third Reich. 

Millions of Slavs in the Soviet Union 
and Poland – classed as ‘racially inferior’ 
– were also targeted by the Nazis and in 
1939, the Einsatzgruppen were created – 
mobile killing squads from the SS whose 
main mission was to rid Germany of Jews 
in both countries. 

In Poland, Roman Catholic clergymen, 
Polish nationalists and Jews were rounded 
up and murdered: by December 1939, 
these units had killed some 50,000 Poles. 
Following the invasion of the Soviet Union 
in 1941, the Einsatzgruppen were tasked 
with finding and shooting Jews and Soviet 
officials. In all, these killing squads alone 
are thought to have murdered around 1.5 
million Jewish people.

‘BURDENS’ ON SOCIETY
Nazi ideology revolved around the creation 
and success of the ‘Aryan master race’ in 
Germany; to achieve this, it was believed 
that only the fittest and strongest would, 
and should, survive and procreate. There 
was no room in Nazi Germany for anyone 
who was deemed ‘unfit’ or unable to work.

The 1933 Law for the Prevention of 
Offspring with Hereditary Diseases was the 
first step to making this goal a reality. The 
new law mandated the forced sterilisation 
of people living with diseases and 
conditions that were then 
deemed hereditary, such as 
mental illness, blindness and 
deafness. Labelled as burdens 
on German society, individuals 
who fell into any of the listed 
categories of hereditary 
disease were to be sterilised. 
Roma, Afro-German people, 
and individuals categorised 
as ‘asocial’ and a threat to the 
‘purity’ of the Germanic race 
– including drug addicts, 

prostitutes and vagrants – were also 
sterilised against their will.

Six years later, the persecution of 
disabled people escalated dramatically with 
the launch of the Aktion T4 programme, 
which saw an estimated 70,000 mentally  
ill and disabled adults involuntarily 
euthanised between 1940 and 1941. (The 
Organisation of the Disabled in Germany 
persuaded the Nazis that physical 
disabilities were not hereditary; as long  
as they were able to work, those with 
physical disabilities were not specifically 
targeted by the Nazis).

Asylums across German-occupied 
territories were emptied of their  
patients, and six gassing installations  
were set up across Germany as part of  
the programme, including the Hadamar 
Institute – chillingly known as the ‘House 
of Shutters’. At this clinic alone, almost 
15,000 men, women and children were 
murdered between 1941 and March 1945. 
The Aktion T4 programme itself is thought 
to have been responsible for the murders 
of up to 200,000 adults and children.

THE ‘FINAL SOLUTION’
On 31 July 1941, after nearly a decade 
of escalating anti-Semitic violence, 
segregation and legislation, preparations 
for the final, horrific stage of the Nazi 
plan for Europe’s Jews began. Having 
been authorised by Hitler to eliminate 
any threat to Germany, following the 
German invasion of the Soviet Union, 

Nazi leader Hermann Göring wrote to SS 
general Reinhard Heydrich ordering him 
to “submit to me as soon as possible a 
general plan of the administrative material 
and financial measures necessary for 
carrying out the desired final solution 
of the Jewish question”. In spring 1942, 
Operation Reinhard was launched: its 
aim was to murder the approximately two 
million Jews living in German-occupied 
Poland at specified extermination sites.

The following year, in January 1942, 
Heydrich unveiled his plans for the “final 
solution of the Jewish question” to 14 top 
Nazis at the Wannsee Conference, held 
in a suburb of Berlin. Dismissing the 
previous ‘solution’ to the Jewish ‘problem’ 
– deporting every European Jew to the 
island of Madagascar – Heydrich instead 
proposed “the evacuation of the Jews to 
the east”. His meaning would have been 
clear: the systematic murder of Jews was 
soon to reach its height, with millions 
transported to death camps.

It’s unlikely that precise numbers  
of people killed by the Nazis will ever be 
known, but an estimated six million Jewish 
men, women and children are thought to 
have been murdered during the Holocaust. 
Added to these are the innumerable deaths 
of other minority groups: victims of the 
Aktion T4 programme, Roma and Sinti 
communities, Slavic peoples, communists, 
socialists, Jehovah's Witnesses, 
homosexuals, PoWs and countless others. 

Their lives – and the lives of millions 
of others who suffered as a result of 
Nazi persecution, as well as those who 
lost their lives in later genocides – are 
remembered across the world every 
year on Holocaust Memorial Day, the 
anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz 
on 27 January 1945. d 
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and transported to concentration camps 
– the first time a mass arrests of Jews had 
taken place purely on the grounds that 
they were Jewish.

As their synagogues, cemeteries, homes 
and businesses burned down around 
them, thousands of Jewish families 
tried desperately to gather the necessary 
paperwork and evidence needed to apply 
for admission to another country. But with 
many foreign governments only willing 
to accept a small number of refugees, and 
with most of their assets already seized 
by the Nazis, many had no choice but to 
remain in Germany.

On 1 September 1939, German forces 
invaded Poland, home to more than three 
million Jews. With no specific plan in 
place for what to do with the country’s 
Jewish population, German occupation 
authorities established Poland’s first 
ghetto, in Piotrków Trybunalski – the first 
of more than 1,100 ghettos that would 
eventually be established in German-
occupied eastern territories.

Meant as a temporary solution while 
the fate of Europe’s Jews was being 
decided, Jewish ghettos held hundreds of 
thousands of people in tiny areas of land, 
sometimes for up to four years. Living 
conditions were terrible and many people 
succumbed to starvation and disease. 
Those who did survive were shot in mass 
graves following the German destruction 
of the ghettos between 1942–44, or were 
deported to extermination camps. 

There were several brave attempts to 
fight back against Nazi persecution by a 
number of resistance groups. One of the 
most famous took place in Warsaw, in 
April 1943, after German troops entered 
the ghetto in order to deport its surviving 
inhabitants to extermination camps. 

The main part of the uprising took  
place between 19 April and 16 May 1943 
and saw around 700 Jewish fighters clash 
with German forces – using weapons 
secretly obtained via the Polish military 
underground movement, Armia Krajowa. 
Others in the ghetto did their best to 
thwart deportation efforts by refusing to 

gather at collection points and hiding in 
underground bunkers. Despite holding 
the German soldiers at bay for nearly a 
month, the Warsaw ghetto was finally 
razed to the ground; around 42,000 
inhabitants captured during the uprising 
were sent to forced labour camps or 
concentration camps where most were 
later murdered. At least 7,000 Jews died 
fighting or hiding in the ghetto, while 
another estimated 7,000 were captured at 
the end of the fighting and deported to 
Treblinka extermination camp. 

The Warsaw ghetto uprising was the 
largest of its kind by Jews during World 
War II, and the bravery of those who took 
part inspired other ghetto uprisings, in 
Bialystok and Minsk.

WIDENING THE NET
Although Jews were seen as the primary 
‘enemy’ to the survival and expansion 
of an ‘Aryan master race’, the Nazis 
persecuted other groups they deemed to 
be ‘racially inferior’, or for other reasons 
such as sexual orientation. Along with 
Jews, Roma and Sinti communities 
(pejoratively called ‘gypsies’) also lost their 
German citizenship after the Nuremberg 
Laws were introduced in 1935, and many 

PERSECUTION

“THERE WERE SEVERAL BRAVE 
ATTEMPTS TO FIGHT BACK AGAINST 

NAZI PERSECUTION BY A NUMBER OF
RESISTANCE GROUPS”

ABOVE: Persecution 
wasn’t limited to Jews: 
this is Antonina Donga, 
a Roma woman 
transported to 
Auschwitz in 1942

TOP: This iconic 
photograph captures 
the moment Jews are 
rounded up during the 
Warsaw Ghetto 
uprising of April/May 
1943. Those depicted 
here are bound for an 
extermination camp

ABOVE: The prosthetics of murdered Holocaust victims INSET: This Nazi poster 
promotes the ‘euthanasia’ of disabled people – because they cost too much

Jewish children arrive 
in Auschwitz-Birkenau 
concentration camp, 
their age providing  
no protection from 
Nazi atrocities

Homosexuals were marked out in concentration camps by a pink triangle on their uniform
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To help create a so-called ‘master race’, in 1936 the 
leaders of the SS unveiled a new, state-sponsored 
programme: Lebensborn (Fountain of Life). As part 
of this policy, SS members – married or not – were 
encouraged to father at least four offspring. The 
resulting Lebensborn babies were the property 
of the state, financially supported, cared for in 
purpose-made institutions or adopted by state-
approved couples, with the idea that they would 
be taught to be supremely loyal to the Nazi Party. 
Around 20,000 babies were born as a result of this 
programme, mostly in Norway and Germany. 

Hildegard Trutz took part in Lebensborn, and was 
sent to a Bavarian castle where she lived in luxury 
and fell pregnant by an anonymous SS officer. She 
said: “As both the father of my child and I believed 
completely in the importance of what we were 
doing, we had no shame or inhibitions of any kind.” 
Her baby son was taken from her after two weeks 
to go to a dedicated SS children’s home. She never 
saw him again.

UNNATURAL SELECTION
Obsessed with eugenics, the SS hatched  
a disturbing plan to preserve ‘racial purity’

A baby born through the Lebensborn programme with its adoptive parents.  Around 20,000 children are thought to have resulted from the scheme

THE MOTHERS OF  
THE ‘MASTER RACE’

In the eyes of Hitler and his acolytes, Nazi women were 
expected to be loyal and subservient breeding machines

A
ccording to Joseph 
Goebbels, “the mission 
of women” was to be 
“beautiful and to bring 
children into the world”. 

Consequently, in the interests of creating 
and promoting an ‘Aryan race’ the Nazis 
dispensed with traditional Christian-
based morality and instead focused on 
ensuring that children were racially pure 
– regardless of whether their parents were 
married or not – and encouraging ‘racially 
unsuitable’ or childless couples to divorce.

Nazi values were instilled in Germany’s 
female population from a young age, 
with millions of girls attending the 
Nazi-run Jungmädelbund (Young Girls’ 

League) from 10 to 14, before enrolling 
in the Bund Deutscher Mädel (League 
of German Girls) until they reached 18, 
where they were prepared for marriage 
and motherhood. Adult women continued 
to be indoctrinated with Nazi propaganda 
through the women’s branch of the Nazi 
Party called the Nationalsozialistische 
Frauenschaft (the National Socialist 
Women’s League). Run by Gertrud 
Scholtz-Klink – who told her followers 
that “our weapon is the soup ladle” – the 
Frauenschaft emphasised the importance 
of motherhood, running courses on 
maternal health, cooking and childcare. 

Hitler himself enthusiastically 
espoused the importance of staying home 

and raising children, saying: “There is no 
greater honour for a woman than to be 
mother to the sons and daughters of  
a people. This is the highest nobility that 
she can attain.” Although, of course, 
the Nazis only wanted the ‘right’ kind of 
women to be bearing children: ‘Aryan’ 
women, with blonde hair, blue eyes and, 
ideally, generous hips suited to childbirth. 

The Nazis introduced a host of measures 
to encourage women to produce lots of 
children. The Law for the Encouragement 
of Marriage saw newly married couples 
receive a 1,000-mark loan, of which they 
could keep 250 marks for every “pure 
Aryan” baby they bore. Any mother who 
gave birth to four children was awarded 

the Mother’s Cross; 
if she gave birth 
to six more, Hitler 
himself would stand 
as the 10th child’s 

godfather. If any ‘Aryan’ 
woman had an abortion, 

however, she would be 
severely punished. Indeed, 

during World War II, special 
courts across Nazi Germany 

could impose the death penalty for 
any woman who did so. 
Feminist associations were shut down 

by the Nazis – though they did not abolish 
women’s suffrage. Hitler and the rest of 
the party were at pains to portray women 
as still having a vital role in society. He 
declared: “If we say the world of the man 
is his commitment, his struggle on 
behalf of the community, we 
could then perhaps say that 
the world of the woman 

is a smaller world, for her world is her 
husband, her family, her children and her 
home. But where would the big world 
be if no one wanted to look after the 
small world? How could the big world 
continue to exist, if there was no one 
to make the task of caring for the small 
world the centre of their lives? No, the 
big world rests upon this small world! 
The big world cannot survive if the small 
world is not secure.”

 Generally, German women were 
not required, or encouraged, to work. 
Nazi ideology was backed up by 
generous family allowances to enable 
soldiers’ wives to devote themselves  
to bringing up their children while 
their husbands were away, so they 
saw no need to work outside the 

home, a decision supported 
by the Nazi government. 
Consequently, around seven 
million forced labourers were 
transported to Germany from 
Poland and other occupied 
countries to keep the German 
war effort going.

In 1943, German women aged 
17–45 were required to register 

for work, although only 
around a third of those 
eligible did so. The 

400,000 or so German 

women who did take on jobs during World 
War II tended to work in armaments 
factories, in agriculture or as auxiliaries 
in the country’s military. Around 3,700 

women were guards in concentration 
camps, with some even working on the 
Nazis’ secret sterilisation and euthanasia 
programme – known as Aktion T4. 
Irmgard Huber, for instance, was the 
chief nurse at the Hadamar Institute; she 
was later sentenced as an accomplice to 
murder in at least 120 cases. d
WORDS: RHIANNON DAVIES

A Nazi propaganda image, c1936. Hitler stated  
there was “no greater honour for a woman than to be  
mother to the sons and daughter of a people”

 LEFT: A gold Cross of Honour 
was awarded to eligible German 
women who conceived and 

raised at least eight children

FAR LEFT: A Nazi charity 
poster carries the image 
of an ‘ideal’ Aryan family

RIGHT: Nazi ideology dictated  
that women should be mindful of  

their domestic responsibilities – 
particularly in the kitchen 

ABOVE: Members of a Nazi-
affiliated organisation known as  
the Deutsches Frauenwerk (German 
Women’s Work) make straw shoes

MAIN: Women from various Nazi 
groups harvest rye near Berlin

Nursing staff at the 
Hadamar Institute, 
including Irmgard 
Huber (circled) 
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MALICIOUS  
COMMUNICATIONS

Under the watchful eye of Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi 
propaganda machine controlled virtually every form of creative 

expression – enabling the regime to promote its hateful 
ideology and build Hitler’s cult of personality

O
n 5 September 1934, 
thousands of smiling 
men, women and children 
gathered along the streets 
of Nuremberg to welcome 

the arrival of Adolf Hitler. Famed for 
its medieval architecture and Bavarian 
charm, the city was to again host the Nazi 
Party’s annual rally, where the Führer 
would address the masses and put forth 
his visions for the Fatherland. 

Nearly every building – from shops 
to apartment blocks – appeared to be 
draped in flags and banners bearing 
the Nazi swastika, and by the time the 
leader’s motorcade rolled past on its way 
to the Deutscher Hof Hotel, the chanting 
from the crowd had grown to fever pitch:  
“Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler!” 

While first-hand memories of the 
occasion have almost entirely faded 

from history, the jubilant scenes are 
immortalised in Leni Riefenstahl’s 
documentary film Triumph of the Will. 
Assembled using footage shot throughout 
the 1934 congress, the slick spectacle 
of parades, speeches and songs was 
screened in cinemas across Germany the 
following year, where it proved a box-
office success.  

Very much embodying the regime’s 
pervasive message of Ein Volk, ein Reich, 
ein Führer (One People, one Empire, 
one Leader), the film’s heavy-handed 
symbolism and straightforward rhetoric 
made it the perfect example of Nazi 
propaganda, reflecting a strategy that 
Hitler had outlined in the first volume  
of Mein Kampf a decade earlier:

“All effective propaganda must be 
limited to a very few points and must 
harp on these slogans until the last 

member of the public understands what 
you want him to understand,” the Nazi 
leader had written. “Its task is not to 
make an objective study of the truth… its 
task is to serve our own right, always and 
unflinchingly.” 

STIFLING EXPRESSION
Whereas the Nazi Party had been a 
relatively minor force at the time of Mein 
Kampf’s original publication, from 1933 
onwards Hitler had the resources to 
spread the lies he desired.

Within weeks of being named German 
chancellor, he founded the Ministry of 
Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, 

In much of the Nazi Party’s propaganda, Adolf Hitler 
was presented as a messianic figure, arriving to 
restore Germany’s honour after the turmoil of the 
Great Depression and the ‘humiliation’ of the Treaty 
of Versailles. Eye-catching posters showed the Führer 
striking heroic poses, sometimes accompanied by 
adoring children or crowds raising their arms in salute. 

But not everyone believed the Nazis were 
the answer to Germany’s problems, and those 
who spoke out against them were silenced. The 
Schutzstaffel (SS) – which had originated as Hitler’s 
team of private bodyguards – launched vicious 
attacks on political opponents, while a subsidiary 
body known as the Sicherheitsdienst (SD) worked 
on gathering intelligence to monitor threats 
against the regime. Violence was also meted out 
by the Sturmabteilung (SA), until the Night of 
the Long Knives in June 1934 curbed much of the 
paramilitary group’s power (see page 38).

However, one of the most notorious organisations 
was the state secret police – the Gestapo – which 
spied on members of the public and acted on  
tip-offs to identify those deemed hostile to  
the Nazis. Many socialists and communists were 
jailed under new treason laws; in 1935 23,000 
inmates of Germany’s jails were officially labelled 
political prisoners.

Crucially, due to the introduction of the Enabling 
Act in March 1933, the Nazis were able to pass laws 
without the consent of the German parliament, 
allowing their system of oppression to gain a legal 
basis. Newly appointed lawyers were required to 
swear loyalty to the regime, and a special ‘People’s 
Court’ was also set up to try people for acts of treason 
– resulting in thousands being condemned to death.

A REIGN OF TERROR
The Nazis sought to ensure that opponents 
would be rooted out – and punished

placing Joseph Goebbels at its helm.  
A former journalist, Goebbels had already 
done much to push Hitler’s vision in the 
Berlin-based Nazi newspaper, Der Angriff 
(‘The Attack’), which he had founded in 
1927. But now, with the party in power, 
Goebbels set about controlling the entire 
press, sacking Jewish staff and shutting 
down publications that refused to toe 
the party line. By 1935, more than 1,600 
newspapers had been closed.

Regulation of the written word 
extended to other forms of publishing, 
too. Thousands of books penned by ‘un-
German’ authors were blacklisted, while 
explicitly racist children’s stories began to 
fill the shelves of school classrooms.

Of course, books and newspapers 
weren’t the only media manipulated by 
Goebbels’ well-oiled machine. Providing 
they met the required threshold of Aryan 
purity, creative artists such as painters, 
musicians and filmmakers were required 
to join the Reich Chamber of Culture  
and its various subdivisions, which 
dictated what they could produce 
and perform. Jazz was cast aside as 
degenerate ‘negro music’; the operas 
of anti-Semitic composer Richard 
Wagner were lionised; and abstract or 
Expressionist paintings were shunned 
in favour of works depicting nostalgic, 
nationalistic imagery, harking back 
to a time before Germany’s supposed 
desecration by the Weimar Republic.

SPREADING THE MESSAGE
Much like Nazi innovations in film, 
other new technologies were harnessed 

wherever possible. Recognising the 
power of radio, Goebbels used the state-
owned Reich Broadcasting Corporation to 
air Hitler’s speeches, as well as popular 
entertainment programmes. And, to 
ensure that all Germans had the means to 
listen, Goebbels oversaw the production 
of millions of affordable radio devices, 
dubbed the ‘People’s Receivers’.

However, the extent to which people 
were brainwashed is difficult to gauge. 
On the one hand, Hitler’s stranglehold on 
democracy meant the loudest dissenting 
voices had been silenced almost from the 
outset of the regime, while the tentacles 
of the police state meant many feared 
punishment for voicing the slightest 
criticism (see box, right). 

On the other, some propaganda 
initiatives were embedded within Nazi 
schemes that enjoyed genuine mass 
appeal. Through organisations such as 
Kraft durch Freude (Strength through 
Joy), millions of ordinary Germans 
were able to enjoy an array of sport and 
leisure activities, even though they were 
constantly being fed messages of Aryan 
physical superiority and beauty.

Ultimately, much of the propaganda 
sought to frame Nazi visions as if they 
were the desires of patriotic Germans; 
that the dreams of Hitler and the dreams 
of the nation were one and the same. 
As Goebbels declared at Nuremberg in 
1934: “It may be all right to possess power 
based upon guns: it is, however, better 
and more gratifying to win and also to 
champion the hearts of the people.” d
WORDS: JON BAUCKHAM

ABOVE: Visitors 
observe an exhibition 
of ‘Degenerate Art’ in 

Berlin, 1938

LEFT: A poster promotes 
the cheaply available 
Volksempfänger 

(People’s Receiver) 

FAR LEFT: The 1938 
children’s book, Der 
Giftpilz (The Poisonous 
Mushroom) likened Jewish 

people to deadly fungi

Hitler (second right) with Nazi Party officials at the 1934 rally. Joseph 
Goebbels, Minister of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, is seated far left 

Adolf Hitler arrives at Nuremberg’s specially 
built rally grounds for the annual Nazi Party 
rally in September 1934. The huge events 
were intended to invoke a sense of awe

The 1934 rally was carefully 
stage-managed to accommodate the filming of Leni Riefenstahl’s documentary Triumph of the Will

The cover of propaganda magazine Illustrierter Beobachter (Illustrated Observer), showcases the regime’s first concentration camp, at Dachau
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THE FOREIGN PRESS 

REPORTING FOR DUTY 
Getting the truth out about the brutal reality of Hitler’s regime 
was far from easy. Will Wainewright explores the work of the 

foreign journalists in Germany who covered the rise of the Nazis

T
he Taverne was an Italian 
restaurant in the heart of 
Nazi Berlin, owned by an 
amiable German and his 
Belgian wife. But it served 

as more than an eatery in the years of 
the Third Reich, doubling as a refuge 
where correspondents working for the 
international media would meet night 
after night to share stories and ensure 
each other’s safety.

Life became dangerous for foreign 
correspondents working in Germany as 
soon as Hitler was appointed chancellor 
in January 1933. The Nazi regime made 
it clear that critical reports would not be 
tolerated, with propaganda chief Joseph 
Goebbels leading efforts to influence and 
pressurise the foreign press. The sources 
reporters had relied on for information 
started to fear for their lives. “I beg you 

not to let anybody know that 
you heard this from me, or it 
might get around and I should 
be arrested,” Rothay Reynolds, 
the Daily Mail’s bureau chief in Berlin, 
heard from one source soon after Hitler 
took power.

Hermann Göring, another of Hitler’s 
chief associates, invited foreign 
newspaper journalists based in Berlin 
to meet him early in 1933. Vernon 
Bartlett, one of the British journalists in 
attendance, recalled how Göring began 
an attack against the foreign press unlike 
any he had witnessed. Göring informed 
those present that he knew “not only 
what they sent in their telegrams and 
telephone messages, but also what they 
wrote in their private letters”.

It was not just the Nazis who made 
life difficult for these correspondents. 

Several British newspapers had owners 
or editors sympathetic to Hitler and 
the Nazis during the 1930s. Daily 
Mail owner Lord Rothermere believed 
the spread of communism was a greater 
threat to Britain than the Nazis and felt 
passionately that a strong Germany 

under Hitler was necessary to form  
a “bulwark against Bolshevism”.

“Herr Hitler has won his 
majority clearly,” the Daily 
Mail wrote in an editorial 
welcoming the result of the 
March 1933 election in Germany. 
“If he uses it prudently and 

peacefully, no one here will shed 
any tears over the disappearance of 

German democracy.”
Lord Rothermere’s beliefs put 

Rothay Reynolds in an exquisitely 
difficult position. Based on the ground 
in Germany, he saw how quickly life was 
changing for the worse. “In less than a 
month Germans had lost freedom of the 
press, freedom of speech, freedom of 
assembly,” he later recalled.

A CONFLICT IN PERSPECTIVES
While Lord Rothermere’s infamous 
“Hurrah for the Blackshirts!” comment 
piece in January 1934 celebrated the rise 
of fascists across Europe, Reynolds could 
see what Nazism meant for Germany: 
gangs of storm troopers ran wild, while 
Jews and many minority groups were 

oppressed. The lauded economic growth 
under the Nazis, which Lord Rothermere 
and other supporters celebrated, was 
built on sand.

The conflict in perspectives soon had 
consequences for Reynolds’s reporting. 
In April 1933, he filed a piece on the 
boycott of Jewish goods and services 
in Germany ordered by the Nazis 
(purportedly in retaliation for foreign 
criticism of the regime blamed by Hitler 
on the Jewish community). Reynolds 
ended his dispatch with: “The Angriff  
[a Nazi propaganda publication] says: The 
boycott was carried out in a way worthy 
of the German people.”

It did not appear that way in the Daily 
Mail. The words “The Angriff says” were 
omitted, altering the meaning of the 
piece. “The statement appeared as my 
considered opinion,” Reynolds later 
wrote. It meant Der Angriff was able 
to subsequently report: “The Berlin 
correspondent of the Daily Mail says 
that the boycott was carried out in a way 
worthy of the German people.”

As the decade went on, Reynolds was 
sidelined by the Daily Mail, with more 
and more of the paper’s reporting on 

movement cooled in Britain, where 
Oswald Mosley’s black shirts movement 
had proven a violent embarrassment. 
But he remained supportive of Hitler 
and later in the decade he and most 
British newspaper owners backed the 
government’s policy to appease the 
Nazis, despite the regime’s increasingly 
aggressive foreign policy.

This support led to more interference 
[with the correspondence of the foreign 
press in Germany], which was felt 
especially acutely by Norman Ebbutt 
of The Times. He was one of the most 
respected foreign correspondents 
in Berlin but feared that his editor 
at The Times, Geoffrey Dawson, was 
too sympathetic to Nazi Germany and 
supportive of appeasement. Ebbutt’s 

“LORD ROTHERMERE BELIEVED

THE SPREAD OF COMMUNISM

WAS A GREATER THREAT TO

BRITAIN THAN THE NAZIS”

Hitler and the Nazis penned by G Ward 
Price, who was far more sympathetic 
to the proprietor’s support for the 
regime. As the decade progressed, Lord 
Rothermere’s support for the fascist 

Rothay Reynolds, the 
Daily Mail’s bureau 

chief in Berlin, 
witnessed Nazi 

persecution of Jewish 
people firsthand

LEFT: Sir Oswald Mosley, leader of the British Union 
of Fascists, marches through London in 1934 

BELOW: Lord Rothermere’s infamous Daily Mail 
editorial of the same year, endorsing Mosley’s cause

ABOVE: Men from the Nazi SS and SA paste a notice onto the window of a Jewish-owned shop in Berlin, urging Germans 
to boycott such businesses  LEFT: Der Angriff (‘The Attack’) was a prominent Nazi mouthpiece

Lord Rothermere (right) meets Hermann Göring  
in the latter’s office, 1934. The Daily Mail owner 
was a supporter of the nascent Nazi regime

Nazi propaganda  
chief Joseph Goebbels 
addresses foreign 
newspaper journalists 
and diplomats in 1933. 
Adolf Hitler can be 
seen seated on the left
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WILL WAINEWRIGHT is the author of Reporting on 
Hitler: Rothay Reynolds and the British Press in Nazi 
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reservations were recorded in the 
diaries of his friend, the American 
broadcaster William Shirer: “Of late 
[Ebbutt] has complained to me in private 
that The Times does not print all he 
sends, that it does not want to hear too 
much of the dark side of Nazi Germany 
and apparently has been captured by the 
pro-Nazis in London.”

THE GRIP TIGHTENS 
Despite the apparent interference, 
Ebbutt’s reports still irked the Nazis 
enough for them to expel him in 1937 
(no Daily Mail reporter was ever expelled 
from Nazi Germany). Expulsion soon 
became a badge of honour among 
members of the foreign press as life in 
Nazi Germany darkened.

The first foreign correspondent 
expelled was Edgar Ansel Mowrer, the 
Berlin bureau chief of the Chicago Daily 
News. He had already angered the Nazis 
by publishing a critical book, Germany 
Puts the Clock Back, just before Hitler 
was appointed chancellor. Mowrer’s 
criticism continued with the Nazis 
in power, which the regime found 
particularly infuriating due to his 
position as head of the Foreign Press 
Association. In September 1933, he 
was forced out of Germany after Nazi 
authorities warned him they would not 
step in if he was attacked by marauding 
storm troopers.

Noel Panter, correspondent for 
the Daily Telegraph in Munich, soon 
became the first British correspondent 
expelled. His crime had been to report on 
the militaristic atmosphere of a rally near 
Munich — an impression that the Nazis did 
not want conveyed to the outside world. 
Panter was arrested and after being held 
in prison for more than a week he finally 
arrived in Britain in November 1933.

“I was never so glad to see the 
White Cliffs of Dover in my life,”  
he said. “I have never distorted news. 
All that I have done has been to tell 
the truth, which is sometimes 
unpalatable to certain people.” 
British Movietone News was 
there to record his arrival, with 
a colleague saying: “We are very 
glad you’ve maintained the proud 
traditions of British journalism in 
very difficult conditions.”

Philip Pembroke Stephens, a young 
correspondent on the Daily Express, 
was the second British reporter 
expelled. He revealed in more 
detail than other newspapers 
how Jews were being mistreated 
in the early days of the Third 
Reich. “New Hitler Blow at 
the Jews... German Jews are 
Facing their Darkest Days,” ran 
a headline to one of his pieces in 
May 1934. However, his biggest ‘crime’ 
was reporting on Germany’s secret 
rearmament and taking photographs  
of industrial sites, where arms were 
being manufactured.

As a result, he was arrested by the 
Gestapo, held for days without charge 
and then expelled. In an attempt to 
intimidate him, his room in jail was 
decorated with pictures of decapitated 
men. “I was locked up like a beast in a 
cage behind high wire netting,” he wrote. 
It was with some relief that he finally 
returned to Britain.

GROWING EXPOSURE
The Manchester Guardian consistently 
printed some of the most vivid and 
revealing reports about life in Nazi 
Germany. While some newspapers 
— including the Daily Mail — simply 
printed Nazi denials of Jewish 

mistreatment, The Manchester 
Guardian’s correspondent Frederick 
Voigt exposed the details, telling the 
full story. He was brave to do so, having 
returned to London from mainland 

Europe in 1933 amid rumours of a 
Gestapo plot to kill him.

In April 1936, he wrote the most 
revelatory piece yet published 
about the mistreatment 
of prisoners in German 
concentration camps. Though 

the camps were not yet the 
extermination centres they would 

become during the Holocaust, they 
were still being used to hold and 

mistreat political prisoners and other 
perceived enemies of the regime, 

Jews included.
After taking testimony from 

a number of eyewitnesses, he 
offered examples of the kind 
of punishment meted out 
to prisoners. “After 18 lashes 

he began to whimper. But the 
flogging went on until he lost 

consciousness,” Voigt wrote in an 
account of how one particular Jewish 

prisoner was treated. “There are no 
legal guarantees for those who fall 
into the hands of the Gestapo,” 
he added. “Many prisoners have 
been beaten to death, and many 
have died after lingering awhile 

as a result of their treatment.”

John Segrue, who 
worked for the News 
Chronicle newspaper, earned 
the rare distinction of being 
expelled by the Nazis twice. 
He moved to Austria after 
being thrown out of Germany 
in the late 1930s but was not 
safe there, either. In 1938 
Hitler ordered his Anschluss 
invasion of Austria, where 
the Nazis began a vicious 
campaign of oppression 
against Jews in Vienna. Amid 
the violent scenes an SS 
officer mistook Segrue for 
a Jew and ordered him to 
help other Jews clean his car. 
Segrue obeyed, helping an 
elderly woman with the task.

He then returned to the 
officer and said: “I could not 
believe that the stories about 
your brutality were true.  
I wanted to see for myself.  
I have seen. Good day.” 
Segrue’s fearless attitude 
meant he did not last long 
in Austria; the Nazis soon 
expelled him for a second 
time. During World War II, 
Segrue was captured  
by the German army in  
the Balkans and died in a  
Nazi concentration camp.  
The Guild of Jewish 
Journalists later commended 
him for having “alerted the 
world to the true evil of the 
Nazi philosophy”.

What of Reynolds? As the 
1930s progressed, his byline 
appeared fewer and fewer 
times in the paper until he 
left Germany at the start 
of 1939. The Nazi regime’s 
oppression of Jews went little 
mentioned until the bloody 
events of Kristallnacht in 
November 1938, when it 
became too dramatic for 
the Daily Mail to ignore. 
Though he was restricted 
in what he could write for 
the Daily Mail, Reynolds did 
his best to help. “Hundreds of 
victims of Nazi persecution 
and terror received from him 
material and moral support in 
an uneven fight with an evil 
system,” wrote his colleagues 
in the press pack.

Hitler’s decision to capture 
Prague and the rest of 
Czechoslovakia in March 1939 
left Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain’s policy of 
appeasement in ashes, and 
almost all British newspapers 
adopted an ardently anti-Nazi 
tone afterwards. British 
correspondents meeting in the 
Taverne, the last of whom were 
forced to leave in September 
1939 when Germany invaded 
Poland, would have reflected 
on that fact with a wry smile. 
Their persistent criticism  
of the Nazis had been 
vindicated at last. d

THE FOREIGN PRESS 

ABOVE: Daily Express 
correspondent Philip 
Pembroke Stephens 
was expelled for 
reporting on German 
rearmament

CENTRE: US journalist 
Edgar Ansel Mowrer 
drew the ire of leading 
Nazis for penning a 
book entitled Germany 
Puts the Clock Back

TOP: In contrast, the 
long-serving editor of 
The Times – Geoffrey 
Dawson – was more 
sympathetic to the 
Nazi cause

LEFT: Jewish people are 
forced to scrub a street  
in Vienna shortly after 
Austria’s annexation by 
Germany in 1938

BELOW: Another picture 
taken in Vienna shows a 
Jewish boy being made 
to daub the word ‘Jew’ 
on a building

“IN AN ATTEMPT TO INTIMIDATE

HIM, STEPHENS’ ROOM IN JAIL

WAS DECORATED WITH

 PICTURES OF DECAPITATED MEN”

US broadcaster William 
Shirer (pictured) wrote 
that his friend, Times 

journalist Norman 
Ebbutt, was having his 

work censored

GET HOOKED
If we’ve whetted your appetite for the history of  Nazi Germany, why not 

explore the topic further with our pick of books, films and podcasts

BOOKS

ONLINE AND AUDIO

WATCH

The History of the  
Third Reich Series

By Richard J Evans (Penguin)

Richard J Evans’s three-
volume history – The Coming 
of the Third Reich (2004), The 
Third Reich in Power (2005) 
and The Third Reich at War 
(2008) – offers a definitive 
account of the rise and fall 

of Nazi Germany. The much-
acclaimed series explores 
Hitler’s rise to power, the 

daily experience of Germans 
in wartime, as well as the Nazi 

extermination of the Jews.

Rise of the Nazis 

(BBC Two, available on iPlayer) 
 

A three-part series from 2019 that looks  
at how Hitler and the Nazis seized power  

in Germany and ushered in the death  
of democracy.

#AnneFrank – Parallel Stories

(Streaming on Netflix, 2019)

Created to mark the 75th anniversary of the 
liberation of Auschwitz in 2020, Dame Helen 
Mirren retraces Anne Frank’s life through her 

diaries, weaving in the stories of five  
Holocaust survivors. 

The Volunteer:  
The True Story of the 
Resistance Hero who 
Infiltrated Auschwitz

By Jack Fairweather 
 (WH Allen, 2019)

Using previously hidden 
diaries, survivor accounts 

and declassified files, 
Jack Fairweather tells 

the incredible story 
Witold Pilecki, the Polish 

underground operative who, 
in 1940, infiltrated Auschwitz 

and uncovered the fate of 
thousands of his compatriots.

E The Nazi Next Door (BBC Radio 4): Nick Southalls explores the story of Stanislaw Chrzanowski, 
a Yorkshire pensioner who had a dark secret. Listen at bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000td1x

The Good Germans: 
Resisting the Nazis, 

1933–1945

By Catrine Clay 
(W&N, 2020)

Through the lives of six very 
different characters, Catrine 
Clay explores the stories of 

men and women who found 
the courage to resist the 

Nazis, in the full knowledge 
that they could be sentenced 

to indefinite incarceration, 
torture or outright execution.

E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews 
and more on Nazi Germany, visit our website: 
historyextra.com/topic/nazi-germany


