
This lesson examines the tragedy of the Shoah.  

Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, and Europe
was thrust into war.  France fell to the Nazis in the warÕs
first months, leaving England isolated in opposition to
Hitler.

The USSR maintained its theoretical neutrality until
Hit lerÕs betrayal of his erstwhile collaborator, Stalin, in
June 1941.  Only the American entry into the war would,
over years of battle, spell the end for Nazi dreams of
world hegemony.

Hit lerÕs conquests in the east, beginning in Poland and
continuing into the western USSR, brought the bulk of
Ashkenazi Jewry under the Third Reich.  Germany
responded by developing ever-more-lethal approaches to
the liquidation of its Jewish subjects Ð from mobile kil ling
squads to the ÒFinal Solution,Ó an industrialized approach
to mass murder.  

Jewish populations were first ghettoized and then
deported to the death camps, whose names have become
synonymous with evil itself:Auschwitz, Treblinka,
Majdanek.

Jews in the ghettos and death camps waged courageous
but ultimately hopeless resistance to the Nazi death
machine.  Tens of thousands of Jews escaped in advance
of the Nazi invaders to the forests and waged resistance
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as partisans, living in constant danger of capture by the
Nazis and betrayal by non-Jewish partisan groups.

By the time the war ended and the Reich was defeated,
two-thirds of European Jewry had been destroyed, and a
shattered postwar world struggled to find glimmers of
hope emerging from the carnage and inhumanity of
World War II.

Fr om the Ashes of Europe

      Video: Show 8: A Ruined World,
Surv ivors

      Video: Show 9: Prewa r Palestine,
Bri ti sh Rule (Bookmarked as
ÒDisplaced PersonsÓ)

V

V



PART 1

World War II and th e German Invasion
of Eastern Europe 
On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland, beginning
World War II.  Its further conquests in eastern Europe over the
next two years vastly increased the number of Jews under Nazi
domination. In a world of tight immigration quotas and the
chaos of war, these millions of Jews had nowhere to go, even if
they could have escaped from the NazisÕ grasp.  So the
Germans made a decision simply to exterminate the Jewish
population by all means available.

In eastern Europe, the Nazis found many willing collaborators
in the mass murder of Jews.  Hit lerÕs armies were accompanied
by murder squads, augmented by large numbers of the local
indigenous anti-Semitic populations in Poland, Ukraine,
Rumania, and elsewhere.

Atlas: Europe, North: 1939

In late 1939, Hit ler remade the map of Europe.  Moving both
eastward and westward, German armies conquered much of
the continent.  Within an astonishingly short period of time,
only England and the USSR remained free of Nazi control;
England, which was protected by its geography; and the USSR,
because it had a non-aggression pact with Hit ler that enabled
Germany to swallow up part of eastern Poland and the Baltic
states.

"   Point out Nazi Germany.

"   Then, using th e th umbnail navigati on to ol in th e lower left,
move north -eastward (to  th e right and up) to  show th e
USSR, Poland, and th e Balti c States (Lith uania, etc.).

"   Then, Zoom Out (below th e th umbnail navigati on to ol) and
move westward to  show England and western Europe,
including France and th e Benelux nati ons, which fe ll to
Hitl er in mid-1940. 

Review and Discussion Question

¥  What led Hit ler and Stalin to sign their non-aggression pact
in 1939?

      Europe, North : 1939

Atl as > 1925 Ð 2001 > 1939 > Europe

A
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Video:  Show 8: Refugees, Beginning of World War II

The war brought tragedy across the continent.  But perhaps
the greatest tragedy was that the territories overrun by the
Nazis, beginning with Poland, were fil led with millions of Jews.

"   Play th is video segment unti l Ò....had nearly 20 in 1941.Ó

Review and Discussion Question

¥  Throughout the 1930s, Hit lerÕs primary goal was the
expulsion of the Jews and the confiscation of their property.
Why was the inauguration of the European war significant
in causing Hit ler to reassess his strategy regarding the Jews?

Video:  Show 8: 3 Phases of Anti-Semitic Action

For centuries, anti-Semitism and its attendant persecutions had
driven Jews from one country to the next, and localized
massacres and repeated attempts at forced conversions had
characterized a millennium of Christian-Jewish relations.  But
the Shoah was a unique effort driven by a new, horrific Nazi
vision.

"   Play th e video segment to  Ò....you cannot live.Ó

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What was the key Nazi innovation that transformed the
Shoah into a unique horror?

¥  What motivated the Nazis to create this new, lethal policy? 

Video:  Show 8: Genocide, Murder Squads

In 1941, betraying his pact with Stalin, Hit ler invaded the
Soviet Union.  Anticipating the occupation of the lands of the
former Pale of Settlement in the eastern European lands of the
USSR, the Germans vested in the SS the responsibil ity for
liquidating the millions of Russian Jews in areas conquered by
the Wehrmacht.

"   Play th e video segment to  Ò...fo r nearly 500 days.Ó

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Why did the murder squads receive such broad support
from the local non-Jewish populations? 

¥  Why would Hit ler have allocated a significant portion of his
elite troops and resources to the murder squads rather than
the regular army in trying to conquer and control so vast a
place as Russia?

      3 Phases of Anti -Semi ti c Acti on

Video > Out of th e Ashes >
Genocide > Ghetto s

V

      Refu gees, Beginning of World
War II

Video > Out of th e Ashes >
Genocide > Reign of Terro r

V
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Mult imedia:  Murder Squads

The operation of the murder squads is chil ling to describe.
The ruthlessness with which they went about their business
has a special place in the history of genocide.

"   Play th e main Auto play.  (Note: If you wish to  have th e class
read some testimony related to  th e squads, click one or
more of th e th ree panels th at appear at th e end of th e
Auto play and th en click th e Read Eyewi tne ss Testi mo ny
butto n.)

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Why was the liquidation of the Jews of such high priority to
the Nazis?

¥  The operation of these squads required large numbers of SS
soldiers and local collaborators under many different
commands across GermanyÕs eastern front.  How could such
face-to-face kil ling of defenseless civil ians have been so
easily accepted by the squadsÕ members and officers on the
scene? 

Historical Document : ÒI Shot Only ChildrenÉÓ

Mobile kil ling squads accompanied the German army when it
invaded the USSR to round up the Jews in each community
and shoot them en masse.  The following document is the
testimony of a member of one of the Einsatzgruppen (murder
squads).

"   Read th e sidebar and th e text of th e document.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  How was this man able to justify his murder of Jewish
children?

¥  What questions would you ask this person at his trial?

¥  What punishment would you mete out to him?

      Mu rder Squads

Video > Out of th e Ashes >
Genocide > Mu rder Squads >
Explore Topic > Play

M

      ÒI Shot Only ChildrenÉÓ

Video > Out of th e Ashes >
Genocide > Mu rder Squads >
Explore Topic > Historical
Documents > ÒI Shot Only
ChildrenÉÓ

D



PART 2

Industri alized Mass Mu rder 
While the murder squads executed about 1.5 million Jews by
shooting and gas vans, the Germans implemented an
industrialized approach to annihil ate the stil l larger number of
Jews remaining, especially in eastern Europe.

Video:  Show 8: Genocide, Death Camps

At Wannsee in Germany, the German high command decided
to harness German industrial expertise to the task of mass
murder at strategically located death camps. 

"   Play to  Ò...put to  th e service of murder.Ó

Review and Discussion Question

¥  How did the final solution formulated at Wannsee reflect the
NaziÕs perverse logic?

Mult imedia:  Death Camps

The Germans viewed the elimination of European Jewry as an
industrial challenge.  

"   Play th e main Auto play to  view th e Mu lti media segment.

"   If desired, show th e stages of death  camp operati on in th e
Pictur e Gal lery : Ind ustri al ized Mur der by clicking th at
butto n.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What are the factors and needs that would be considered to
set up any industrial enterprise?  

¥  How were these applied in the creation of the death camps?

      Genocide, Death  Camps

Video > Out of th e Ashes >
Genocide > Death  Camps

V

Heritage: Civi lizati on and the Jews | Episode 8 ¥ Lesson 2                                                                                                                           185

Sessi o n  16  The Dest r uct i on of  European Jew r y

      Death  Camps

Video > Out of th e Ashes >
Genocide > Death  Camps > Explore
Topic > Play

M



PART 3

Jewi sh Resistance
Some Jews who escaped ghettos and camps fought for their
survival in Poland, the Ukraine, and elsewhere in Europe.  They
also worked to disrupt the operation of the German forces and
the Nazi death machine.

Video:  Show 8: Fighting Back, Death Camp Resistance 

As the truth dawned on them about GermanyÕs plans, Jews in
many camps staged uprisings or escape attempts to obstruct
the campsÕ operations and to save their own and othersÕ lives.

"   Play th e video segment past th e phrase Ò....anguish and
resistanceÓ unti l th e plaque with  Ò1940 and 1945Ó on th e
botto m.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What choices did the Jews in the death camps have?

¥  Do you think the death camps should be preserved as
memorials, as many have been?  

¥  Some have referred to Auschwitz as Òsacred ground.Ó  Do you
agree?

Video:  Show 8: Fighting Back, Ghetto Fighters 

Most people are familiar with the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising in
the spring of 1943.  Less well known is a broader resistance,
with uprisings at more than 100 ghettos as the NaziÕs plans for
the Jews became better understood.

"   Play th e video segment to  Ò....building by building.Ó

Review and Discussion Question

¥  What impression did you get from the oral testimony in the
video?  What questions would you like to ask Yitzhak
Rotem? 

Mult imedia:  Ghetto Fighters

Ghetto fighters were often supported by Jews hiding in the
forests around large cit ies.  These partisans faced a precarious
and grueling existence, hunted by the Nazis and often betrayed
by their non-Jewish comrades in arms.

"   Play th e Auto play to  view th e Mu lti media segment.

      Fighti ng Back, Death  Camp
Resistance

Video > Out of th e Ashes > Fighti ng
Back > Death  Camp Resistance

V
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Video > Out of th e Ashes > Fighti ng
Back > Ghetto  Fighters
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      Ghetto  Fighters

Video > Out of th e Ashes > Fighti ng
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"   Then, press th e Me dia Presenta ti ons butto n, and click th e
butto n Vi lna  Jewi sh Parti san Song .

Vilna Jewish Partisan Song

The partisans, like their Bundist forebears, formed close-knit
paramilitary units.  Often communally supporting their families
who hid out with them, they created alternative societies in
the freezing forests of eastern Europe.  Their rousing yet
mournful songs preserve the indomitable spir it  that helped
keep them alive.

"   Play th e Audio Butto n Jews ÐParti sans.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What do the lyrics convey about the self-perceptions of the
partisans?

¥  What role do music and other aspects of the arts play in
mobilizing paramilitary units like the partisans?

      Vilna Jewi sh Parti san Song

Video > Out of th e Ashes > Fighti ng
Back > Ghetto  Fighters > Explore
Topic > Media Presentati ons > Vilna
Jewish Parti san Song

M



PART 4

The WorldÕs Silence
News about the Holocaust while it was going on was
suppressed by world governments, and most reports that were
printed were buried in the back pages even in Jewish-owned
newspapers like The New York Times. Often, they would be
reported more as ÒrumorÓ than as corroborated fact.

Jewish groups petit ioned the government but were far less
vocal than the situation required.  In part, this continued the
prewar posture of most of the American Jewish leadership,
who did not want to appear to be placing the welfare of
European Jews over the success of the wartime efforts of
America.

As the war Ð and the Shoah Ð proceeded, the State Department
and Franklin Delano RooseveltÕs White House took the position
that defeating Germany and concluding the war was the most
sensible way to end the predations of the Third Reich.  

Mult imedia:  What the World Knew, Urging the Bombing
of Auschwitz

When knowledge of the scale of extermination proceeding at
the Auschwitz-Birkenau complex became irrefutable, Jewish
and other American leaders demanded that, at minimum, the
rail lines to Auschwitz be bombed and that if possible, the
extermination chambers be destroyed.  The administrationÕs
response was that Auschwitz was out of range of its bombers.

"   Click th e Presenta ti on:  Ame ri can Response s butto n.

"   Click th e rightmo st of th e fi ve panels th at appear: Urg ing
the  Bomb ing  of Auschwi tz .

"   Using th e th umbnail navigati on to ol at th e botto m center of
th e picture, note th e structures labeled Gas Chamb ers.

"   Mo ve th e slider slowly all th e way to  th e right and slightl y
up to  show th e labels of th e oth er faciliti es in th is Birkenau
extermi nati on camp at Auschwitz (called ÒOswiecimÓ Ð its
Polish name Ð in th e photo  label at th e upper-right) , as well
as th e photo  label.

"   Mo ve th e slider all th e way leftw ard (near where it starte d
when th e photo  fi rst appeared).  Point out th e label at
upper-left:  US 500 lb . Bomb s, and indicate th e cascade of
bombs coming fro m th e US bomber th at shot th e
reconnaissance photo  th at has been examined.  The bombs

      What th e World Knew, Urg ing
th e Bombing of Auschwi tz

Video > Out of th e Ashes > Fighti ng
Back > What th e World Knew >
Explore Topic > Presentati on >
Urging Bombing of Auschwitz
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were aimed at destroying a Nazi chemical factory.  

"   Then, carefu lly, read th e sidebar background to  th e left of
th e photo .  Use th e small arro ws below th e text to  show all
th ree pages of sidebar info rmati on. 

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Why wasnÕt the bomber ordered to disable the operation of
the extermination camp?

¥  1.6 million people died at Auschwitz, more than three-
quarters of them Jews, in about a three-year period.  When
Russia liberated the camp in January 1945 (four months
after this photo was taken), 7,650 people remained barely
alive.  How might this information have been received in
Washington?



PART 5

From th e Ashes of Europe
The Third Reich died in f lames in the spring of 1945.  American
and Russian troops met in Berlin to deliver the coup de grace.
The Red Army had liberated the camps in eastern Europe,
while many German camps, like Dachau, were liberated by the
American army.  The civil ized world celebrated the end of the
war in Europe (and its end in Asia a few months later), but the
consequences of six years of total war left millions of
homeless, even stateless, refugees of every sort.  

Video:  Show 8: A Ruined World, Survivors

The survivors of the Shoah were, for the most part, the most
desolate of all.  The cit ies, nations, and continent their families
had called home for centuries were now massive graveyards.  

"   Play th e video segment unti l Ò...virtu ally came to  an end.Ó

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  To what country would you repatriate a Sudeten (Czech)
German, Germany or Czechoslovakia?

¥  Why did more than 100,000 survivors in the east f lee to the
western areas of Europe that were under Anglo-American
control?

Video:  Show 9: The Search for Refuge

The status of the Jews in Europe was confirmed in 1946 when
returnees to Kielce and other Polish cit ies were massacred
trying to reclaim their homes and properties.  Most of the
250,000 Jews who returned to Poland after the war left
immediately or within the next few years.

With the economic chaos of war and subsequent
demobilization, Allied resources were strained to help the
survivors and other displaced persons.  Efforts to loosen US
immigration restrictions to allow in large numbers of refugees,
including Jews, failed.

"   Play th e video segment unti l Ò...fo r th e survivors of th e
Holocaust.Ó

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  With the horrors of the Shoah well-known in the postwar
period, why did the Poles so mistreat the survivors of the
death camps?

      A Ruined World, Surv ivors

Video > Out of th e Ashes > A
Ruined World > Survivors

V
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      The Search fo r Refu ge

Video > Into  th e Futu re > Prewar
Palestine > Search fo r Refu ge

V
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¥  Where were the survivors to go?

Pointers to the Next Session

Efforts to bring refugees to Palestine were conducted in the
face of the Brit ish White Paper of 1939, which limited Jewish
immigration to Palestine.  Britain stil l ruled Palestine, and the
White Paper was stil l in force.  The Jewish population,
numbering only a few hundred thousand, was il l-equipped to
absorb the many hundreds of thousands of desperate and
broken Jews seeking an escape from Europe.  In addit ion, the
Arab population in Palestine was not eager to see a f lood of
new European Jewish immigrants there.

Our next session will focus on one of the miracles of the
postwar period: the birth of Israel.  WeÕll look at many aspects
of the new state, including the ways in which it handled the
European refugee crisis -- and an even larger one a few years
later, with Jews streaming in from the Arab lands of the Middle
East and North Africa.


