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The unprecedented pogrom of November 9-10, 1938 in Germany has passed into history as 
Kristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass). Violent attacks on Jews and Judaism throughout the Reich and
in the recently annexed Sudetenland began on November 8 and continued until November 11 in
Hannover and the free city of Danzig, which had not then been incorporated into the Reich. There
followed associated operations: arrests, detention in concentration camps, and a wave of so-called
Aryanization orders, which completely eliminated Jews from German economic life.

The November pogrom, carried out with the help of the most up-to-date communications technology,
was the most modern pogrom in the history of anti-Jewish persecution and an overture to the step-by-
step extirpation of the Jewish people in Europe.

Jews Leaving Germany

After Hitler’s seizure of power, even as Germans were being divided into “Aryans” and “non-Aryans,”
the number of Jews steadily decreased through emigration to neighboring countries or overseas. This
movement was promoted by the Central Office for Jewish Emigration established by Reinhard
Heydrich (director of the Reich Main Security Office) in 1938.

In 1925 there were 564,378 Jews in Germany; in May 1939 the number had fallen to 213,390. The
flood of emigration after the November pogrom was one of the largest ever, and by the time emigration
was halted in October 1941, only 164,000 Jews were left within the Third Reich, including Austria.

The illusion that the legal repression enacted in the civil service law of April 1, 1933, which excluded
non-Aryans from public service, would be temporary was laid to rest in September 1935 by the 
Nuremberg Laws — the Reich Citizenship Law and the Law for the Protection of German Blood and
Honor. The Reich Citizenship Law heralded the political compartmentalization of Jewish and Aryan
Germans.

 

Desecrated Synagogues, Looted Shops, Mass Arrests

During the night of November 9-10, 1938 Jewish shops, dwellings, schools, and above all synagogues
and other religious establishments symbolic of Judaism were set alight. Tens of thousands of Jews
were terrorized in their homes, sometimes beaten to death, and in a few cases raped. In Cologne, a
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town with a rich Jewish tradition dating from the first century CE, four synagogues were desecrated
and torched, shops were destroyed and looted, and male Jews were arrested and thrown into
concentration camps.

Brutal events were recorded in the hitherto peaceful townships of the Upper Palatinate, Lower
Franconia, Swabia, and others. In Hannover, Herschel Grynszpan‘s hometown, the well-known Jewish
neurologist Joseph Loewenstein escaped the pogrom when he heeded an anonymous warning the
previous day; his home, however, with all its valuables, was seized by the Nazis.

In Berlin, where 140,000 Jews still resided, SA men devastated nine of the 12 synagogues and set fire
to them. Children from the Jewish orphanages were thrown out on the street. About 1,200 men were
sent to Oranienburg-Sachsenhausen concentration camp under “protective custody.” Many of the
wrecked Jewish shops did not open again.

Following the Berlin pogrom the police president demanded the removal of all Jews from the northern
parts of the city and declared this area “free of Jews.” His order on December 5, 1938 — known as the
Ghetto Decree — meant that Jews could no longer live near government buildings.

The vast November pogrom had considerable economic consequences. On November 11, 1938
Heydrich, the head of the security police, still could not estimate the material destruction. The supreme
party court later established that 91 persons had been killed during the pogrom and that 36 had
sustained serious injuries or committed suicide. Several instances of rape were punished by state courts
as Rassenschande (social defilement) in accordance with the Nuremberg laws of 1935.

At least 267 synagogues were burned down or destroyed, and in many cases the ruins were blown up
and cleared away. Approximately 7,500 Jewish businesses were plundered or laid waste. At least 177
apartment blocks or houses were destroyed by arson or otherwise.

It has rightly been said that with the November pogrom, radical violence had reached the point of
murder and so had paved the road to Auschwitz.

Reprinted with permission from The Holocaust Encyclopedia (Yale University Press).
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