Reinhard Heydrich’s “Schnellbrief” and its Consequences

On the 21st of September 1939, Reinhard Heydrich, only a few days earlier appointed as the Head of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt, sent a “Schnellbrief” (essentially an “urgent memo”) to his subordinate commanders in Poland. The letter, applicable to all the Jews in occupied Poland, dealt with the “Jewish question in the occupied territories.” In it, Heydrich ordered expulsion of Jews from the villages and towns, and their concentration in larger cities. This policy of concentrating the Jews in urban centers was meant to isolate them from their familiar surroundings, to overwhelm them, and to cut off their ties with the outside world. However, Heydrich’s directives were not implemented, as in each locale the policies and decisions which were carried out depended upon the decisions of the regional German authorities. As a result, the concentration of Jews proceeded haphazardly, taking different forms in different places at different times. Sometimes, but not always, these efforts were coordinated with the SS. 
While Heydrich was writing his orders, other Nazi authorities were searching for a permanent territorial solution to the “Jewish Question.” Among the solutions considered was the Nisko-Lublin plan, the deportation of the Jews to the East, “beyond the Ural Mountains,” and even the concentration of Jews on the island of Madagascar. None of these plans turned out to be viable. For this reason, the concentration of Jews in certain, confined areas was deemed appropriate as a temporary solution. As a result, in many places the Nazis concentrated the Jews in ghettos, in preparation for a future policy. According to most scholars, the Schnellbrief was part of an active deportation policy, that is, concentration of the Jews in ghettos was an intermediary stage in a policy of future deportations. Only later, when mass deportations failed to materialize, did these forced conglomerations of Jews become stations from which they were sent to their destruction. By contrast, in the territories of the former Soviet Union, occupied in 1941, Jews were mostly concentrated with the intention of murdering them immediately.  	Comment by Author: ואכן לפי רוב החוקרים היוותה האיגרת חלק ממדיניות אקטיבית של גירוש כלומר, ריכוז היהודים בגטו היה שלב ביניים לקראת גירושם בעתיד. בהמשך הפך ריכוז זה לשלב ביניים בדרך לרציחתם, בניגוד לשטחי ברית המועצות, שם ריכוזם היה למטרות רצח בעיקר.


Some changes, please check to make sure you approve…
In his Schnellbrief, Heydrich did not detail how to concentrate the Jews, whether the ghettos should be fenced in or not, or how they should be run. As a result, the concentration of Jews took on a particular local character in different places, and was carried out with different intentions – including both the exploitation of their work force and deportation. Each ghetto had a unique history which was influenced by many factors – its date of establishment, its size, the type of fencing with which it was surrounded, the presence of German security forces inside its limits, and the character of the Jewish population that was incarcerated there. Later, when it became clear that there was nowhere send the Jews, they continued living in the ghetto, sometimes for extended periods. In some locales, the ghettos continued to serve as places for exploitation of forced Jewish labor, simultaneously with the development and implementation of the “Final Solution.” 
The ghettos were mainly an Eastern European phenomenon, and today we know that some 2,111 ghettos were established in this region. In Greece and Hungary as well, at later stages and depending on the fortunes of war, ghettos were established in which the Jews were concentrated. In the Western parts of Europe – such as France, Holland, and Belgium – Jews were separated from society without physical barriers, but rather by means of legislation that created a palpable divide between them and their neighbors. This division enabled, among other things, their physical removal and murder.
Another directive that appeared in the Schnellbrief refers to the establishment of Judenraete (singular: Judenrat) as tools through which to implement the German policies. Members of the Judenrat were required to fulfil German orders, and they were charged not only with social responsibilities – such as finding appropriate housing and work for the Jews of their ghetto – but also with public, official duties, which they lacked the authority or means to fulfil. For example, they were required to hold rollcalls and recruit workers for forced labor. Most of the Judenrat members tried to uphold or re-establish the functions necessary for everyday life, which had collapsed as a result of the war, the German occupation, and the targeting of the Jews. When Jews were concentrated in ghettos, the members of the Judenrat often served as the ghetto’s administration. The decisions they took, and their responses, differed from ghetto to ghetto.

