Architects of the

Fial Solution

Historians still debate when and how the Nazi persecution of the Jews evolved into
systematic extermination. PETER LONGERICH analyses the evidence in a new study, while
on page 38, DAVID CESARANI profiles one of the Holocaust’s most notorious figures

I' LAST,
vears after the archives in

more than ten

Eastern Europe  were
opened, those historians
who work on the
Holocaust are able 1o draw
a more comprehensive

picture of the ¢crime of the century. However,
one of the questions that is still much debated is
under what

National Socialist re

when, and circumstances, the

ne gave the order for the
murder of the European Jews. It is not disputed
1

a crime of such monstrous dimensions can

mly have been authorised by the man at the top
of the regime, Adolf Hitler, the ‘Fuhrer, a man
who, from the time of his very first political
statement 1n 1919 until he wrote his will in 1945,
was possessed by the idea of ‘removing’ the Jews
in one violent way or another.

But when was this decision taken? Half a
dozen difterent dates have been suggested from
the period between 1941 and spring 1942. [t may
ippear astonishing that there is so much room
for speculation in the reconstruction of the
I
so remarkable. The Nazis seem not to have kept

al Solution], but on closer inspection it is not

1 written record of their decision to murder the
European Jews, They themselves destroyed any
documentation relating to this evenr that they
did possess as thoroughly as they razed gas
chambers or disinterred corpses from their shal

low graves to burn them. It was no coincs

cnce
that Himmler told leading SS Officers on 4

1943 that the murder of the Jews was"a

us page in our history that has never been
vritten and will never be written’,

A\ further difficulty is that those documents
been discov

of the Naas'

thar have od, despite the systematic

traces after the end of the

war, are written in deliberately disguised language

Instead of *killing” and "murder} the perpetrators

poke of 'Final Solution; ‘relocation’, ‘evacuation’

or ‘destruction. They did so in order to preserve

some secrecy, but no doubt also because of a
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reluctance to face up directly to the reality of mass
murder. The reconstruction of the decision for the
‘Final Solution” cannot therefore be based solely
on straighttorward documentary evidence; we
must also attempt to use the sequence of the mass
executions, the deportations and the murders in
the death camps to draw condusions about the
perpetrators of this crime against humanity. And
this is a difficult and arduous task.

1939, Hitler made a
public link between war and the genocide of the

As carly as 30 January

Jews. In a speech to the Reichstag (nght) he
announced that, in the event of a world war, ‘the
consequence will be not the Bolshevisation of the
world and therewith a victory of Jewry; on the
contrary, it will be the annihilation of the Jewish
race in Europe! In other words, if the Western
powers resisted German expansion in Europe,
Hitler would regard European Jews as hostages,
Aler

September 1939, the Nazi regime made concrete

the German invasion of Poland in
preparations for the taking of hostages on just
such a vast scale: the Nazis planned a ‘Jewish
reservation, first in the Eastern part of occupied
Poland, and then, after the summer of 1940, on
the African island of Madagascar. However, after
the end of 1941, Hitler, SS-Chief Himmler and
Hevdrich, Chief of the Security
working on the assumption that they would soon

Police, were

be able to deport the Jews into the Soviet territo-
ries that they would conquer, Behind all these
plans was the threat of ‘annihilation’ — a willir

ness o kill the human beings thus deported

Immediately after the German invasion of
the Soviet Union in June 1941, German military
units, the Einsarzgruppen, or task-forces, togeth
er with other police and SS units began to shoot
large numbers of Jewish civilians in the newly
occupied zones. They extended their activity in
phases: first, leading Jewish men were mur

iik'ft

then all men of an age suitable for mili

tary service; then all Jews indiscriminately,
including old men, women and children

By the end of 1941, these units had murdered
at least half a million Jewish civilians. Hitler was
kept informed of these murders via detailed
reports sent from the Einsatzgruppen.

A precise reconstruction shows that some

unmts were carrying out indiscriminate murders

Hitler openly threatens
the Jews with
destruction in the
Reichstag, 30 January
1939. Goering is seated
above and behind him
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End of the line: Auschwitz (left) was the final
destination for Europe’s deported Jews. On arrival
{above) many were selected for immediate gassing

of Jewish civilians as early a

vhile others did so only in the autumn, It is
obvious that individual unit commanders had
SOmMe room lor NANOCUYT A'\-.l >"A ‘l:\ wer
not following an order or plan to murder Soviet

ws that had existed from the very beginning
I'hey were following instructions that were
deliberately open and were only gradually made

nore and more pPrecs

r— j HE fate of the remaming
European Jews had not been
deaded by ¢ summer of 1941
OUn 3 July 941, Hermam
Goering, who since 1938 hac
- = 3T

1 formally responsible for
co-ordinating y
Hevdrich to make ‘all the necessary preparations

{for the complete so
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mplement this, however, the Soviet Union had to
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gons since October; atter

on statron m Che Il'HT\I was

In addition, the Nazis were ske k?n:ny
Minsk

the decision was

<V nedr

gas chambers in M

In mid-Octol

taken to build the extermination camp of Belzec

Lublin in the Generalgouvernement of
Poland. Murders by gas were also planned for

wose arcas into which it was intended to send the
Jews from the area of the Reich, It was also in
October that Himmiler imposed a Europe-wide

¢ the end of

ban on Jewish emigration, and befi
n

the vear, those in charge of the Auschwitz co

tration camp had the first prisoners murdered

with the use of Zyk these were

cvanide £Aas
Russian prisoners of war and the severely ill. Also
n Oxctober the German army in Serbia began the

systematic murder of Jewish men under the pre

text of .'Lpll\.ll\ for partisan actions.

t this stage, however, the mu

ders did not affect all European

Jews ndiscriminately. In
November 1941, when the
/ German Security Police shot

i

directly after

dead 6,000 Jews from the Reich

their arrival in Riga and Kowno,

Himmler put a stop to these executions for a few
months, Neither does the construction history of
the extermination camps indicate any prepara
tions for a Europe-wide genocide at this point
T'he first two extermination camps in Chedlmno

and Belzee were designed for jomal mass mur

der, and there is nothing to indicate that in the
winter of 1941-42 Auschwitz was being prepared

to extend its first Zyklon B murders to hundreds

of thousands of Jews a few month
lear that the Nazi leade
this point of a ‘Final Solution” after the end of the

ter. [Lis quite

\l:i" still conceived at

in the conquered Soviet territories,
1941-42

nade to the Jews by leading Nazis began to

winter of the lethal threats

In the

ncrease. In the issue of his weekly paper |
1941, the

returned 1o Hitler’s

Reich of 16 November Minister

anda Joset Goebbel

eichstag threat of 30 January 1939: "We are
experiencing the fultilment of this prophecy’ he

vy was unde

idding that ‘world Je

v gradual process of annihilation’

On 12 December 1941, one day after he made

declaration of war against the USA, Hitles
Ve a ~.g'r.'n|: to leading party functionaries

bbels noted

\s lar as the Jewish question is

roed, the Fiithrer is determined to make a

in sweep. He prophesied to the Jews that if

O

1 brought about a world ws

vould experience their own extermination. This

s not just an empty phrase. The world war is

Jews the

extermination of the must be

Six days later Himmler

consequengce

whe an appointment with Hitler to confirm that

s SS was on the ¢ note on this

ght path. His

ing reads, *lewish question / to be extirpated

P 1s.In d vand February 1942, Hitler

i scrics of public statements in which he

we returned to the threat he had made on

) Januar 939. He intensified his rhetoric now
I of the ‘extirpation’ of the Jews

It was under the influence of such pro

nouncements that the Nazi authorities responsi
blc for the ‘lewish question’ began in winter
1941-42 10 convert the old plan for a large-scale
d
pied Soviet territories
i

¥ Jews 1o the occu

portation of the Europe
where they would have

ned to die sooner or later - into a

been cone

concrete programme of murder. This did not

happen overnight, but was the result of a long

considered when,

process of rethinking tl

where and how the ‘Final Solution” would take

place: before the end of the war, in occupied

Poland and in dedicated extermination camps.
One of the major events in this transformation

see Conference of 20 January

process is the Wan
1942, a
and SS

mnis

meeting in Berlin of semor civil serv

functionaries. It was here that Hevdrich

innounced that ‘after appropriate prior approval by

the Fahrer, emigration as a possible solution has

»en superseded by a policy of evacuating of the
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“The Final Solution would take place before the end of
the war, in Poland, in dedicated extermination camps’

Jews to the East

supposed to begin as soon as the military situatig
permitted, and seems to have been for Heydrks
only the first step on the road 1o the ‘impending

Final Solution to the Jewish question? At

Wannsee conference,

killing of 11 million Jews, including the Jews

Britain and Irddand. He was therefore assuming U

the full execution of this prog

attempted after the end of the war.
In the deliberately disguised |
this

Hevydrich envisaged as the

minutes of meeting, we can

Solution”: "Organised into large work-colonies 2
segregated according to sex, those Jews fit for we
will be led into these areas as road-builders, in®

course of which, no doubt, a large number willy

x :
tost by natura

..l\l.'!;\'
inevitably survive, he added, ‘will have to be

with accordingly
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in the ghetto at Lodz, Poland, with their

belongings packed for deportation. In fact,
were executed immediately upon their arrival

This ‘evacuating of the Jews' w

Heydrich considered 1§

rcad wh
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I'hus Heydrich was still inte

o
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Jews leave the Lodz
ghetto. Far right: victims
are blindfolded prior to
execution
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‘'olish Generalgouvernement, Secretary of State after the deportations started, Goebbels noted i
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GUILTY MEN OF THE HOLOCAUST

HEINRICH HIMMLER
Head of the SS. The
decision to move from
mass murder of the
Jews to systematic
extermination was
made after he held
two private meetings
with Hitler. It was, he
said “a difficult
responsibility’.

JOSEF GOEBBELS
Propaganda Minister. He
organised the Crystal
Night” pogroms against
German Jews in 1938
His indiscreet diary
entries and newspaper
threats provide a running
commentary on the
escalating pace of the
Final Solution.

d
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REINHARD HEYDRICH
Head of the SD
Security Police.
Chaired the Wannsee
Conference which gave
the green light for the
Holocaust. His killing
by Czech partisans
removed all brakes
from the mass exter
mination process

HERMANN GOERING

He ran Jewish policy." In
July 1941, he authorised
Heydrich to proceed to
the Final Solution’ of
the Jewish problem. The
most senior Nazi leader
tried at Nuremberg, on
the eve of his execution
he swallowed a con-
cealed cyanide capsule.
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Final destination: a trainload of doomed Jews from
Hungary arrive at Auschwitz extermination camp

d 2 third camp, Treblinka,

( ginning of June
ial attack on Heydrich by British-trained
h partisans in gue on 27 May 1942 must

contributed to the perpetrators finally losing

ons, Himmiler said in his s to the SS

| be done with the

within a vear, 1 ihvn

s deported

i from cen

longer contined to
Il murder
what

aind to the

rivi ['his

Minsk

of murders began in the Soviet

ilted

May, and by the summer had res

nost total anmhala

of the Jewish civi
wulation. A letter written |

B

wy Himmler on 28

942 refers to | Ihe occupied Eastern

re being cles

we Fuhrer has

difficult
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plementation of this very

shoulders,

nme from Western

ortation prog

2

WEan mn full force

lhese transports went to Auschwit

all trains from

Aso the destination o

e first transports from the Reich

Iy uly, the SS murdered most of those
immediately upon the n

t 1 hastily constructec (A Y
hose it for work' w dmulic nj

1 they usually died there after only a short

of the appalling detention cond
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Vicious racist: Eichmann stands befo

re the court

which condemned him to death in Israel in 1961
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