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ABSTRACT

In his book The Road, Soviet writer and journalist Vasily Grossman
described the Holocaust as two distinct but interrelated events: the
Shoah by bullets and the Shoah by gas. This description reflects
a historical understanding that the Holocaust began not with the
industrialized killing centers of Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Sobi-
bor but rather with the mass shootings of Jewish men in the So-
viet Union in the summer of 1941, conducted primarily by the
Schutzstaffel (SS) Task Forces known as the Einsatzgruppen. This
paper focuses on the role of SS General Reinhard Heydrich in the
organization, development, and initial use of the Einsatzgruppen
as specialized killing units and the transition to the use of gas for
mass killing from 1938 to 1942. I argue that Heydrich played a key
role the evolution of the Einsatzgruppen from its initial use as an
instrument of Nazi foreign intelligence gathering and the impo-
sition of police state control during the Anschluss of Austria to its
implementation as a mechanism for mass killing in Poland during
Operation Tannenberg and ultimately to its final realization as the
means of initiating the Holocaust in Central Europe. Heydrich, in
his leadership role in the SS, also played a key role in the decision to
shift from mass executions by shooting to the depersonalized use
of gas in the Nazi attempt to annihilate European Jewry and other
enemies of the Nazi state during World War II.

Keywords: Adolf Hitler, Einsatzgruppen, Heinrich Himmler, Holo-
caust, Lebensraum, Operation Anthropoid, Operation Barbarossa,
Operation Tannenberg, Reinhard Heydrich, Vernichtungskrieg

Reinhard Heydrich y el desarrollo
de los Einsatzgruppen, 1938-1942

RESUMEN

En su libro “El camino’, el escritor y periodista soviético Vasi-
ly Grossman describié el Holocausto como dos eventos distintos
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pero interrelacionados: la Shoah con balas y la Shoah con gas. Esta
descripcion refleja una comprension historica de que el Holocaus-
to comenzd no con los centros de exterminio industrializados de
Auschwitz, Treblinka y Sobibor, sino con los tiroteos masivos de
hombres judios en la Unidn Soviética en el verano de 1941, reali-
zados principalmente por el Schutzstaffel (SS) Grupos de trabajo
conocidos como Einsatzgruppen. Este documento se centra en el
papel del general de las SS Reinhard Heydrich en la organizacién,
desarrollo y uso inicial de Einsatzgruppen como unidades espe-
cializadas de asesinato y la transicion al uso de gas para asesinatos
en masa de 1938 a 1942. Sostengo que Heydrich jugé un papel cla-
ve Impulsar la evolucion del Einsatzgruppen desde su uso inicial
como instrumento de recopilacion de inteligencia extranjera nazi
y la imposicién del control policial estatal durante el Anschluss de
Austria hasta su implementacion como mecanismo de asesinatos
en masa en Polonia durante la Operacién Tannenberg y, en ultima
instancia, hasta su realizacion final. como el medio de iniciar el
Holocausto en Europa Central. Heydrich, en su papel de liderazgo
en las SS, también jugd un papel clave en la decision de pasar de las
ejecuciones masivas al disparar al uso despersonalizado de gas en
el intento nazi de aniquilar a los judios europeos y otros enemigos
del estado nazi durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial.

Palabras clave: Adolf Hitler, Einsatzgruppen, Heinrich Himmler,
Holocausto, Lebensraum, Operacién Antropoide, Operacion Bar-
barroja, Operacion Tannenberg, Reinhard Heydrich, Vernichtungs-
krieg
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hortly after 10:00 a.m. on May
Sl5, 1942, three members of the

Czech intelligence service stood
waiting to kill their target on a street
in the Prague suburb of Liben, armed
with concealed submachine guns and
grenades. Trained by the British Special
Operations Executive and parachuted
into Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia,
their mission, code-named Operation
Anthropoid, was to assassinate Schutz-
staffel (SS) General Reinhard Heydrich,
the Acting Reich Protector of the Pro-
tectorate of Bohemia and Moravia and
one of the chief architects of the Final
Solution, which at that moment the
Nazi government was implementing
in Eastern Europe. The British believed
that the operation to kill Heydrich,
whom they characterized as the sec-
ond-most dangerous man in Nazi-oc-
cupied territory after Adolf Hitler,
would demonstrate both their ability
to successfully attack the Nazi securi-
ty apparatus inside occupied territory
and Czech resolve to resist Nazi dom-
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ination. Ultimately, the British hoped
a successful operation would foment a
large-scale Czech rebellion against Nazi
rule in response to the anticipated Nazi
reprisals." At 10:20 a.m. Heydrich’s car
slowed down to make the turn, as the
agents had anticipated. Former Czech
army non-commissioned officer Josef
Gabcik pointed his submachine gun
at Heydrich and pulled the trigger but
the gun jammed. Heydrich ordered his
driver to stop the car and pulled his
pistol out to shoot Gabcik, but then a
second Czech intelligence agent, Jan
Kubis, threw a hand grenade which
exploded near Heydrich’s vehicle. Hey-
drich ordered his driver to stop the car
and they both got out, guns drawn, and
began to approach the Czech agents.
However, both Heydrich and his driv-
er collapsed from injuries sustained in
the explosion, enabling Gabcik, Kubis,
and the third agent to flee. Local Czechs
and Germans brought Heydrich to the
Bulovka Hospital for treatment, and
the Germans sealed off Prague search-
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ing house to house for his attackers.
Although Heydrich appeared to briefly
recover from his wounds, infection set
in and on June 4, Reinhard Heydrich
died of his injuries.” In revenge for the
death of Heydrich, Adolf Hitler ordered
the destruction of the Czech village
of Lidice in the northwest of Prague,
which the Nazis mistakenly believed
had supported the Czech intelligence
agents. On June 9, the Nazis murdered
172 men between the ages of fourteen
and eighty-four, shot in waves of ten on
the farm of the Horak family. The Na-
zis deported the female residents to the
Ravensbriick concentration camp and
burned the village to the ground, blow-
ing up or bulldozing the remnants of
the homes and buildings. On June 18,
the German authorities tracked Kubis,
Gabcik, and six other Czech agents to
the Orthodox Church of Saint Cyril
and Methodius, where they succeed-
ed in killing Kubis and capturing two
other agents. Gabcik and four remain-
ing agents committed suicide inside
the church to prevent being captured
and likely tortured and killed. In re-
prisals for Heydrich’s killing, the Nazis
murdered 1,327 Czechs and arrested
and imprisoned up to 4,000 people in
concentration camps or regular prisons
over the summer.?

At the time of his death, Rein-
hard Heydrich was a central figure in
the Nazi orchestration of the Holocaust,
defined by the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum as the “systematic,
bureaucratic, state-sponsored perse-
cution and murder of six million Jews
by the Nazi regime and its collabora-
tors.”* This paper focuses on the role of

SS General Reinhard Heydrich in the
organization, development, and initial
use of the SS Task Forces known as the
Einsatzgruppen as specialized killing
units and the transition to the use of gas
for mass killing, from 1938 to 1942. The
attempt to understand and explain the
Holocaust has traditionally been split
between two schools of related histo-
riography. The first school, referred to
as the “intentionalist” school, viewed
the Holocaust as series of events driven
primarily by decisions taken by Adolf
Hitler and senior level Nazi officials. The
second school, referred to as the “func-
tionalist” school, saw the Holocaust as
an event driven largely by the German
perpetrators and their allies themselves,
attempting to map out the interactions
among the individuals, groups, and
agencies involved and to explain indi-
vidual and collective motivations in en-
acting the directives of the leadership.
Modern Holocaust historiography has
largely overcome the polarization in
the intentionalist-functionalist debate
through a process of synthesis in which
these perspectives are, in the words of
Peter Longerich, “not mutually exclu-
sive but illuminate varying aspects of
historical reality in complementary,
even interdependent ways.””> For Lon-
gerich, the key to understanding the
Holocaust is as a complex interconnect-
ed process in which “those with polit-
ical responsibility propelled forward,
step by step, a highly complicated deci-
sion-making process in which a series
of points where it was escalated can
be identified” It is here, then, that we
can begin to identify Heydrich's signif-
icance in organizing and directing the
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Reinhard Heydrich, 28 August 1940, photographer unknown, Bundesarchiv,

Bild 183-R98683 / CC BY-SA 3.0.

beginning of the mass murder of the
Jews during the Holocaust. Heydrich
played a central role in the evolution of
the Einsatzgruppen from its initial use
as an instrument of Nazi foreign intel-
ligence gathering and the imposition
of police state control during the An-
schluss of Austria to its implementa-
tion as a mechanism for mass killing
in Poland during Operation Tannen-
berg. Heydrich, in collaboration with
SS chief Heinrich Himmler, became a
primary driving force in the escalation
of mass killing from the initial targets of
only Jewish men to ultimately all Jewish
men, women, and children in the Ho-
locaust. Heydrich, in his leadership ca-
pacity in the SS, was also a key figure in

the decision to shift from mass execu-
tions by shooting to the depersonalized
use of gas in the Nazi attempt to annihi-
late European Jewry and other enemies
of the Nazi state during World War II.

At the beginning of September
1936, Reinhard Heydrich was one of the
most powerful actors within the Nazi
hierarchy in charge of the Nazi internal
security apparatus in his dual capacity
as head of the Nazi secret political po-
lice, the Gestapo, and also as chief of
the SS intelligence agency, the Security
Service (Sicherheitsdienst or SD). Hey-
drich’s power increased further when,
on June 17, 1936, Adolf Hitler appoint-
ed Heydrich’s immediate superior, SS
chief Heinrich Himmler, as head of the
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German police, concentrating police
state control through the mechanism
of “protective custody” in Himmler’s
hands. “Protective custody” was a le-
gal device authorized by the February
28, 1933 emergency Reichstag Fire De-
cree, which suspended constitutionally
guaranteed civil liberties within Ger-
many and gave the Nazi state the legal
power to enact extrajudicial detentions
of suspected enemies of the state and
their incarceration in the vast system
of concentration camps established by
the regime. As part of Himmler’s con-
solidation of power, on September 20,
1936, Heydrich assumed command of
the new Nazi internal security agency,
the Security Police (Sicherheitspolizei or
Sipo) ,which established control over all
German criminal police (Kripo), bor-
der police, state level political police,
and the Gestapo.” Thus Heydrich was
positioned as chief of the Nazi police
state, subordinate only to Himmler and
Hitler, in charge of the investigative and
political police agencies as chief of the
Security Police and head of the SS’s in-
ternal and external intelligence agency,
the SD.

The Nazi annexation of Austria
in 1938 was the first step in the devel-
opment of Heydrich’s ability to extend
this police state power outside the bor-
ders of Germany. In anticipation of
the German invasion and annexation
of Austria, in January 1938, Heydrich
and Himmler prepared approximately
20,000 members of the Security Police
and the Order Police, a separate agency
subordinate to Himmler, to assist the
German army in imposing Nazi control
on Austria.® At 5:30 a.m. on March 12,

1938, German forces invaded Austria,
and that evening Security Police of-
ficials arrested approximately 21,000
Austrians whom the Nazis considered a
threat based on lists of political oppo-
nents, especially members of the Aus-
trian Communist Party, gleaned from
the Austrian government, whom Hey-
drich depicted as posing a threat of a
violent uprising. Many of those arrested
were transported to Germany to be im-
prisoned in the Dachau concentration
camp near Munich or the newly estab-
lished Mauthausen camp near Linz.’

The expansion of Nazi power
outside the borders of Germany in the
Anschluss strengthened Heydrich’s role
in Nazi Jewish policy. Heydrich’s Gesta-
po also launched a series of measures
directed against Jews in Austria, includ-
ing seizing valuable Jewish property,
such as paintings and jewelry, forced
expulsions of Jews to Hungary, and set-
ting up mass arrests and deportations of
Jews to Dachau.’” On August 20, 1938,
Heydrich established the Central Of-
fice for Jewish Emigration, designed
to expedite Jewish emigration from
Austria by using confiscated assets from
wealthier Jews to finance the emigra-
tion of poorer Jews from the country.
As a result of the success of this model
of financing Jewish emigration, in Janu-
ary 1939 Hermann Goering appointed
Heydrich chief of the Reich Central Of-
fice for Jewish Emigration, responsible
for carrying out the accelerated expul-
sion of Jews from the Greater German
Reich and giving Heydrich formal re-
sponsibility for a central role in Nazi
Jewish policy."
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Heydrichs forces repeated the
imposition of the Nazi police state appa-
ratus using a similar formula of mass ar-
rests and incarceration in the takeover of
Czechoslovakia between 1938 and 1939.
However, in contrast to the annexation
of Austria, Heydrich and his staff devel-
oped a militarized organizational struc-
ture for the invading Security Police and
SD units based on the possibility of war
between Germany and Czechoslovakia.
Heydrich and his staff created two Task
Forces, or Einsatzgruppen, consisting
of 863 Security Police and SD person-
nel organized into eleven smaller units
or Einsatzkommando, whose mission
would be to arrest potential enemies in
the newly occupied territory. Heydrich
was personally responsible for devel-
oping the organizational structure of
these units. The Security Police devel-
oped arrest lists of Communists, Social
Democrats, Jews, Catholic priests en-
gaged in political activity, German em-
igrés, and anyone else deemed a threat
to the establishment of the Nazi state.
As the prospect of war ended after the
British and French signed the Munich
Agreement, on October 1, 1938, the
German army moved in to annex the
Sudetenland, quickly followed by Hey-
drich’s Einsatzgruppen, which, over the
next several weeks, proceeded to arrest
between 10,000 to 20,000 perceived
“enemies of the state” Heydrich’s forces
deported approximately 7,000 prison-
ers to concentration camps in German,
notably Dachau.”? On March 15, 1939,
the Wehrmacht seized control of the re-
mainder of Czech territory, as Czecho-
slovakia collapsed as a unified state and
President Emil Hacha accepted German

protectorate status under threat of Nazi
invasion. The Einsatzgruppen repeated
the process of imposing police state con-
trol, as the two Einsatzgruppen used in
the Sudetenland moved into Czech ter-
ritory and implemented Aktion Gitter,
or Operation Grid, in which the Nazis
arrested approximately 6,000 political
enemies, again primarily Communists
and Social Democrats, sending an esti-
mated 1,500 to concentration camps in
the Greater German Reich."”

The Nazi invasion of Poland
in September 1939 served as a turn-
ing point for Heydrich in establishing
a model for the initiation of the Final
Solution, at that point still two years
away. It was here that the SS in gener-
al, and Heydrich’s Einsatzgruppen in
particular, established the precedent
for mass executions without trial of
non-combatants, which in turn creat-
ed a dynamic easily extended to Jews
during Operation Barbarossa, the inva-
sion of Russia. Hitler, in a meeting with
senior generals on August 22, 1939, an-
nounced that the war in Poland would
be of an entirely different nature than
that in Austria or Czechoslovakia and
would be characterized by severe ruth-
lessness and brutality in order to secure
Lebensraum, or living space, for the Ger-
man people. Stating that Genghis Khan
had massacred of millions of women
and children but was only remembered
as the founder of a state, Hitler clari-
fied that the purpose of the war was the
physical annihilation of people and not
simply reaching a territorial boundary.
Poles would be eliminated and the ter-
ritory would be resettled by Germans,
Hitler declared.™

105



The Saber and Scroll

Heydrich’s agencies began plan-
ning for the invasion after receiving or-
ders from Hitler in May 1939, relayed
through Himmler, that their mission
was to “neutralize” centers of oppo-
sition and to destroy those elements
of society that spread Polish national-
ism. As they had done in Austria and
Czechoslovakia, the SD developed ar-
rest lists of approximately 61,000 lead-
ing members of society, such as pol-
iticians, members of the Communist
Party, Jews, and high-level members
of the Catholic clergy who were active
in politics contradicting Nazi poli-
cies. However, in contrast to the oper-
ations in Austria and Czechoslovakia,
in which arrestees were imprisoned,
these members of Polish society were to
be executed immediately’ in an oper-
ation code named Tannenberg.'® Using
the model of Czechoslovakia, Heydrich
and his senior leaders organized five
Einsatzgruppen, later increased to sev-
en, for operations in Poland. The Ein-
satzgruppen were staffed with officers
from the Security Police and the Se-
curity Service, totaling over 3,000 sol-
diers. The majority of the senior leaders
were highly educated, typical of those
recruited by Heydrich; fifteen out of
twenty-five leaders of the Einsatzgrup-
pen in Poland had doctoral degrees, the
majority in law or philosophy.”” Hey-
drich met with his senior commanders
in mid-August and informed them of
the execution orders personally, telling
them that he had received orders from
an unspecified source that were “ex-
traordinarily radical” and included a
“liquidation order for various circles of
the Polish leadership” affecting “thou-

sands.” It was their mission, he stated,
to “neutralize” the threat from partisans
and the Polish intelligentsia, stating that
“everything was allowed.”*®

Polish violence against ethnic
Germans in Poland served as the pre-
text for executions and provided an op-
portunity to accelerate violence against
Poles as part of an “anti-partisan” cam-
paign. During the first week of fighting,
Polish forces arrested and deported
10,000 to 15,000 ethnic Germans from
the border with Germany. During the
deportations, ethnic Germans were at-
tacked by Polish civilians or members
of the military, and approximately 2,000
were Kkilled, including approximately
300 ethnic Germans killed during an
uprising in Bromberg, Poland on Sep-
tember 3." The day after the Bromberg
attacks, Himmler authorized the cre-
ation of another Einsatzgruppen unit
“for special purposes” and ordered
that insurgents should be shot imme-
diately without trial*® On September
10, Himmler ordered Einsatzgruppen
IV to enter Bromberg and arrest 500
members of the local intelligentsia,
including communists, and to shoot
them immediately on signs of local re-
sistance.”’ On September 11, the Army
High Command notified General Ad-
olf Strauss, commander of the Fourth
Army in Bromberg, that Hitler had or-
dered the arrest of the hostages and that
summary executions were to continue
in the city until it was pacified; Strauss
was not to interfere. Einsatzgruppe IV
killed approximately 1,300 civilians in
Bromberg between September 5 and 11,
and another 5,000 in the surrounding
area.”” The Einsatzgruppen also targeted
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Jews in addition to the Polish intelligen-
tsia; between September 3 and 13, both
Himmler and Heydrich went on an
inspection tour of the Einsatzgruppen.
Heydrich ordered local commanders to
use the harshest possible methods and
to “induce” Jews to flee into the east-
ern half of Poland. Subsequently, the
Einsatzgruppe “for special purposes”
increased their attacks against Jews, in-
cluding massacring more than 500 Jews
near Przemysl on September 20 and
burning Jews alive inside a synagogue
in Mielec.” The next day, Heydrich in-
formed his senior staff that Hitler had
decided, consistent with the goal of
the forced expulsion of Jews, that Jews
in Poland should be forced into urban
ghettos to await later deportation, while
an unspecified number should be im-
mediately deported into Soviet occu-
pied territory in Poland. At this point,
forced expulsion of Jews from Ger-
man-held territory remained the official
Nazi policy, not mass killing.** By the
end of September, the Einsatzgruppen,
other SS units, the regular Germany
army, and ethnic German militias had
killed more than 40,000 Poles between
September and December 1939.

In a meeting with his staff on July
31, 1940, Hitler announced his decision
to attack the Soviet Union, initially as
part of the overall strategy to defeat
Great Britain.*® However, attacking
the USSR to gain Lebensraum for the
German people had long been one of
Hitler’s primary goals, proclaiming its
necessity in his autobiography Mein
Kampf?” For Hitler, the Eastern terri-
tory constituted a vast potential “Gar-
den of Eden” for the German people,

as he described it in a speech to senior
Nazi leaders on July 16, 1941. To ensure
this “Garden of Eden,” everything was
permissible, including mass executions
and resettlements.”® The war in the east
would be of a fundamentally different
nature than that of the west, given the
extraordinary danger represented by
communism. The war against Bolshe-
vism would be a Vernichtungskrieg, or
war of annihilation.”” To achieve this
Lebensraum for the German people,
the Nazis developed a genocidal “hun-
ger plan” for the territory of the Soviet
Union, which envisioned the murder
of 20-30 million Russians, Ukrainians,
Belorussians, and Jews through star-
vation. Hitler’s characterization of the
exterminatory nature of the war in the
East was a clear signal to subordinates
as to how to proceed, even in the ab-
sence of specific orders. As Ian Kershaw
argues, the Nazi leadership culture was
one in which Hitler gave general pro-
nouncements for policy without spe-
cifics and subordinates would compete
in taking the initiative to anticipate and
tulfill those policies in increasingly rad-
ical and extreme ways in an atmosphere
of “working towards the Fuhrer”* For
Heydrich and the other commanders of
the Einsatzgruppen, Hitler’s intention in
the east was clear.

To prepare for the invasion of
the Soviet Union, Himmler summoned
senior SS leaders, including Heydrich,
on June 11, 1941 at the Wewelsburg,
a medieval castle in Westphalia that
Himmler envisioned as a future SS
headquarters. Here Himmler gave an
overview of the genocidal war they
would conduct in the East, also citing
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the anticipated killing of 30 million
Eastern Europeans. On June 17, Hey-
drich in turn met with his subordinates
in Pretzsch, telling them that the up-
coming war needed to be conducted
with “unprecedented severity” and that
communist officials and Jews were to be
executed. The Einsatzgruppen had an
analogous mission in Soviet territory to
the one in Poland, which was to elimi-
nate threats to Nazi occupation behind
the lines of the invading German forc-
es. To that end, Heydrich used the same
organizational structure as he used in
Poland, which had evolved from its
earliest version in the Anschluss. He
established four Einsatzgruppen that
were to follow behind advancing Ger-
man forces, comprising approximate-
ly 3,000 soldiers and drawn from the
Security Police, the SD, various police
forces, and the Waffen-SS. As in the
invasion of Poland, the leaders of each
individual Einsatzgruppe were highly
educated. For example, of the seventeen
leaders of Einsatzgruppe A, command-
ed by Dr. Franz Walter Stahlecker, elev-
en were lawyers and nine had doctoral
degrees.’ Heydrich also gave explicit
written directives to his commanders
to follow up on verbal instructions. On
July 2, Heydrich wrote that all commu-
nist officials, in particular Jewish com-
munists and government officials, and
all “radical elements,” such as saboteurs,
assassins, or snipers were to be execut-
ed. Heydrich also directed Einsatzgrup-
pen commanders to encourage the mas-
sacre of Jews and communists by local
forces to avoid German involvement.*

Heydrich, together with Him-
mler, personally toured units after the

invasion began and encouraged the
escalation of mass executions of Jews.
Einsatzgruppen units treated all Jewish
men as communists or potential radical
elements, killing them accordingly.** SS
headquarters provided the Einsatzgrup-
pen units with quotas of Jewish men to
kill, and by the end of July, at least 5,000,
and possibly up to 10,000, were killed by
the Germans in Vilnius.** In his “Garden
of Eden” speech, Hitler had authorized
killing anyone necessary, stating that
Germans were fortunate that Stalin had
given an order for partisan operations
behind German lines, because this al-
lowed the Nazis to kill anyone hostile to
them.” Einsatzgruppen killings of Jews
accelerated after visits by Heydrich and
Himmler. During a visit to Bialystok in
early July, Heydrich and Himmler com-
plained that the Jewish threat was not
being dealt with sufficiently. The local
Einsatzgruppe rapidly took approxi-
mately 1,000 military age Jewish men
out of the city and shot them.”® The
Einsatzgruppen killings of Jewish men
were also extended to include wom-
en and children over the course of the
summer. In late July, Einsatzkommando
9 in Belorussia, commanded by Alfred
Filbert, began the systematic murder
of women and children, apparently
ordered by Heydrich.” The remaining
Einsatzgruppen also expanded killing to
include women and children between
late July and early September.”® By the
end of 1941, the Einsatzgruppen and
their allies had killed between 500,000
and 800,000 Jewish men, women, and
children, primarily through shooting.*
Himmler and Heydrich had played key
roles through the inspection tours in
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accelerating the killing, expanding it to
include women and children, and in-
creasing the number of forces in those
areas in order to conduct mass murder.
Although there is no evidence of a sin-
gle explicit order by Hitler, his overall
pronouncements, including his exhor-
tations to kill anyone necessary in his
“Garden of Eden” speech, created an
overall direction in policy of the mass
murder of the Jews that Himmler, Hey-
drich, and other Einsatzgruppen and SS
commanders fulfilled in “working to-
wards the Fuhrer™*

In addition to his capacity as
commander of the Einsatzgruppen,
Heydrich also played a role in the Holo-
caust by facilitating the change from the
use of guns to the use of gas to kill Jews
in Eastern Europe. Before the invasion
of Poland, Hitler had announced in the
German Parliament that if “internation-
al Jewry” provoked another war against
the Aryan people, it would be the Jews,
and not the Aryan race, who would be
exterminated.” By the end of 1941, as
German forces swept across the Soviet
Union, senior Nazi officials announced
that Hitler’s prophecy was coming true.
On November 18, 1941, Alfred Rosen-
berg, Head of the Reich Ministry for
the Occupied Eastern Territories, stated
that the Nazi goal was the “biological
extermination” of all Jews in Europe.
On December 30, 1941, Propaganda
Minister Joseph Goebbels announced
that the annihilation of “World Jewry”
was underway.* However, the process
of mass shooting appeared to be an
ineffective means for carrying out the
genocide. In November 1941, one of the
Einsatzgruppen commanders reported

that despite shooting 75,000 Jews, this
would be an insufficient means to solve
the “Jewish problem.”* Heydrich and
Himmler also expressed concern over
the psychological welfare of the soldiers
conducting the killings; Heydrich had
received reports of alcohol abuse and
psychological breakdowns among Ein-
satzgruppen soldiers. Heydrich direct-
ed his chief of technical affairs, Walter
Rauff, to investigate alternative ways
to conduct mass murder that would be
more “humane” for his Einsatzgrup-
pen units. Rauft reported in October
1941 on the possibility of using carbon
monoxide in gas vans, experiments for
which were first conducted at Sachsen-
hausen concentration camp near Ber-
lin. In September, the Nazis also began
experimenting with the use of a pesti-
cide, Zyklon-B, to use for mass killing
at Auschwitz.**

Heydrich’s final role in the Ho-
locaust was to organize the overall co-
ordination of all Nazi agencies involved
in carrying out the Final Solution. In
January, Heydrich summoned together
fourteen senior Nazi leaders at a villa
on the shores of Lake Wannsee in Ber-
lin. Heydrich had been ordered by Her-
mann Goering to coordinate all Nazi
agencies in organizing the Final Solu-
tion to the “Jewish question” in Europe.
Although it was clear to the senior lead-
ers assembled that the Nazis intended
to kill all of the Jews in Europe, a total
of 11 million, according to surviving
conference documents, the exact meth-
od of killing was unknown at the time.
The Nazis had started building station-
ary gassing facilities near ghettos in
Eastern Europe to kill Jews “incapable
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of working” starting in the fall of 1941,
including Belzec, Chelmo, and Mogilev.
The Nazis conducted the initial killings
by gas to relieve overcrowding in the
ghettos and to make room for deporta-
tions of Jews from the Reich.*® Wanns-
ee Conference documents indicate that
the Nazis intended to kill Jewish people
by working them to death in slave labor
camps in the east under inhumane con-
ditions. At the same time, during the
conference, Hans Frank’s State Secretary
in the General Government, Dr. Josef
Buehler, recommended that the Final
Solution begin in the General Govern-
ment immediately, given that the Jews
there were incapable of working, imply-
ing the expansion of the killing centers
in Poland using gas, a proposal that
Heydrich approved.* By January 1942,
it was clear the Nazis intended to mur-
der the Jews in Nazi-occupied territory,
although the exact method to conduct
the genocide—shooting, gassing, or ex-
terminatory labor—was still under con-
sideration.

Reinhard Heydrich played a
decisive role in organizing and imple-
menting the Final Solution, from or-
ganizing and staffing the structures of
the Einsatzgruppen to establishing the
precedent for their implementation
sequentially, first in Austria, then in
Czechoslovakia, and finally their ful-
ly developed use for the mass killing
of civilians beginning in Poland. Hey-
drich, together with Himmler, directed
the beginning of the mass murders of
Jews in Eastern Europe, initially only
targeting Jewish men and then, with
their encouragement, extending the
mass kKilling to Jewish women and chil-

dren. Heydrich also played a role in
the development of gas as a means for
mass murder, and served as the coor-
dinator of all of the Nazi agencies that
played a role in carrying out the Holo-
caust, earning him the title of Hitler’s
“hangman,” as Thomas Mann described
him.* Coming to grips with Heydrich’s
role in the Holocaust is an essential el-
ement of understanding how and why
it occurred. And as Hitler’s biographer
Ian Kershaw states, “Only through his-
tory can we learn for the future. And no
part of history is more important in that
respect than the era dominated by Ad-
olf Hitler*
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