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CHAPTER 10

EUPEN-MALMEDY
Christoph Briill

©s85—

Prior to the Annexation

The League of Nations awarded the territory of Eupen-Malmedy—com-
posed of the former Prussian-German Kreise (districts) of Eupen and
Malmedy—to Belgium in September 1920.! While Kreis Eupen was
German-speaking, the predominant population of the district town
and its neighboring municipalities in the Kreis Malmedy spoke French
and Walloon. In the southern part of the region, around the small town
of St. Vith, which formed its own canton after the territories were inte-
grated with Belgium, the population spoke German.

In spring 1938 Hans Joachim Beyer, the director of the Arbeitsstelle
fur Auslandsdeutsche Volksforschung (special department for ethnic
research into Germans living abroad) in Stuttgart,* submitted plans
for intensifying the National Socialist impact of Westforschung. They
also included an Eupen-Malmedy program, which suggested creating
a “list of all Jews living in the territory and their occupations” in the
“event of a reintegration” with Germany.? Even though the sources
for the post-annexation period fail to provide evidence of such a list,
Beyer's plans at the very least document the interest of Westforsc-
hung in the area’s Jewish population. In any event, creating such a list
would have proved difficult, since no quantitatively significant Jewish
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Figure 10.1. Parade by the Segelfliegerverein (glider pilot association) in Eupen, 1938/39.
Source: Archive Herbert Ruland.

population lived in that small region. Neither in the Middle Ages nor
in modern times did the area have a significant Jewish presence. To be
sure, street names like “Judenstrafle” in Eupen and “Judengasse” in
St. Vith suggest the presence of Jewish merchants in these localities.
But a larger community, like those that, due to particular historical
circumstances, existed in the Kreis Schleiden on the German side of
the border, never developed here. The population census of the Ger-
man Reich in 1890 for the Kreise of Eupen and Malmedy registered
thirteen Jews in each—this out of a total population of approximately
60,000 inhabitants.*

Due to the small size of the Eupen-Malmedy region and the almost
complete absence of Jews, the area did not witness any large-scale de-
portation operations during the Second World War. Nonetheless, after
the National Socialists assumed power, the region played an important
role because of its border location. Until the war, for many German,
Austrian, or eastern European Jews, reaching Eupen-Malmedy meant
an initial successful escape from terror and persecution.? During the
war, the border—impossible to monitor continuously along its entire
length, but certainly very well guarded—was the last obstacle before
arriving in Belgium. To be sure, after the occupation, reaching Belgium
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did not guaranty safety, particularly after the deportations began there
in June 1942; nevertheless, it could open up certain opportunities for
further flight for those threatened by death and destruction.

Thus the history of the Jews in Eupen-Malmedy is in the first in-
stance a history of refugees, but it is also about the non-Jewish popu-
lation’s attitudes toward them. The following will demonstrate how
a constellation of perpetrators, rescuers, and bystanders developed in
this region and investigate the motivations that guided the actors. To
do so, however, we must first turn our attention to the political and
social conditions in the period between the two world wars.® The in-
tegration of Eupen-Malmedy into the Belgian state was accompanied
by great difficulties from the outset. The referendum stipulated by
the Versailles Treaty and held by the Belgian administration in the
first half of 1920 was conducted neither in secret nor neutrally. Many
inhabitants perceived General Herman Baltia’s transitional govern-
ment, which for five years determined the region’s administrative and
political fate, as a paternalistic colonial regime. Press censorship did
the rest. The region’s final integration into the Belgian state did not
occur until 1925, with its first involvement in the parliamentary elec-
tions ending in disappointment. The candidate for the Catholic Union,
which managed to unite two-thirds of the votes in the three cantons,
was not elected for the chamber at the Verviers district level. The re-
fusal to confirm an Eupen mayoral candidate because of doubts about
his pro-Belgian attitudes conveyed to many residents once and for all
the feeling of being second-class Belgians.

The division within the population appeared at the latest during the
1929 elections. While the Catholic Union belonged to the traditional
Belgian political parties and naturally advocated the continued exis-
tence of the Belgian state, the Christian People’s Party (Christliche
Volkspartei) gave voice to the pro-German bloc, whereby in this deeply
Catholic region the commitment to the former fatherland explicitly in-
cluded the requisite reference to religion.” The Belgian Labour Party,
which since 1925 had sent to Brussels the delegate Marc Somerhau-
sen, a resolute proponent of the new Belgians' interests, demanded
the opportunity for the population to vote in a new referendum that
ensured secret ballots and neutrality. The Socialists maintained this
demand until Hitler's takeover of power and the banning of the Social
Democratic Party in Germany.

Strongly diverging opinions on how to achieve the goal of return-
ing the region to the Reich plunged the Christian People’s Party into
serious crisis in the mid 1930s. In addition, in 1935 four leaders of the
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heimattreue (faithful-to-the-homeland) movement lost their citizen-
ship on the basis of a new law that punished breaches of state civic
duty with the revocation of citizenship. The Christian People’s Party
ultimately merged into a new pro-German movement called the Hei-
mattreue Front (patriotic front). The Heimattreue Front, however,
had formed under very different auspices, and its leadership clearly
operated under the influence of National Socialism. Not only did it
receive—as had earlier the Christian People’s Party—substantial fi-
nancial support from Germany, but it also organized its operations ac-
cording to the directives of the NSDAP Gauleitung in Cologne.® Over
time, the pro-German movement established front organizations like
the Segelfliegerverein (glider pilot club) in Eupen (see figure 10.1), the
Bogenschiitzenverein (archery club) in St. Vith, and the Saalschutz
(venue security) in Malmedy, which were supposed to make prepara-
tions for the region’'s return to the German Reich. All of these groups
were basically gangs of thugs that emulated the SA and chiefly served
to intimidate political opponents.?

In Eupen-Malmedy since the end of the 1920s, pro-Belgians and
pro-Germans opposed each other with such irreconcilable severity
that social communication had become impossible.'” The spring elec-
tion campaign for the 2 April 1939 parliamentary election—the last
before the start of the war and thus the region’s reintegration with
Germany—took place in an extremely inflamed atmosphere. The
pro-Belgian Catholic Party confronted the Eupen-Malmedy electorate
with an extreme alternative: “Christian cross or crooked cross.” The
Catholic Party’s opponent was the Heimattreue Front, which served as
a “reservoir for National Socialists, revanchists, national-conservative
Catholics, and German nationals.”"!

In the end, the elections gave the Heimattreue Front 45.7 percent of
the votes in the three cantons of Eupen, Malmedy, and St. Vith. As a
result, it admittedly remained the second strongest party, but for the
first time since participating in elections, the revanchist camp had lost
the absolute majority. This election result has been interpreted repeat-
edly as a vote for Belgium.!” Yet it is perhaps more appropriate to seek
an explanation in the growing skepticism toward National Socialist
Germany on the part of many Catholics, who were further stirred up
by a pastoral letter from the Bishop of Liége Kerkhofs, and likewise in
the fact that these elections featured the first-time participation of a
generation that had lived and gone to school exclusively in the Belgian
state. Also significant was the fact the Heimattreue Front had indeed
not brought about the region’s return to Germany and, furthermore,
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that the Third Reich appeared to show little interest in the small bor-
der region.

The Belgian state reacted to the increasing radicalization with legal,
police, and military measures. Thus in 1939/40, during the mobiliza-
tion period, new-Belgian soldiers in the Belgian army were removed in
many cases from their regular units and transferred to logistics and
support units behind the frontline troops. This measure was one of the
major reasons why approximately 10 percent of new-Belgian soldiers
deserted to Germany; during the Wehrmacht's march into Belgium on
10 May 1940, they would return, together with a few other eastern
Belgians, as actively involved “locally informed Volksdeutsche [ethnic
Germans]” in the Brandenburg Battalion’s Special-Purpose Training
and Construction Company No. 800."

The desertions provide insights, on the one hand, into the polycratic
structures of National Socialist rule and, on the other hand, into the
Volkstum work carried out for Eupen-Malmedy, which, apart from the
all-important People’s Federation for Germandom Abroad (Volksbund
fiir das Deutschtum im Ausland), involved the participation of seven-
teen other institutions. While German agencies near the border en-
couraged and helped organize the desertions, the authorities in Berlin
viewed this matter quite differently. Thus the Foreign Office warned
the Nazi Reich Warriors League (Reichskriegerbund) that the flight
of Eupen-Malmedy residents into the German Reich could “cause a
significant weakening of local German vélkisch elements.”' The scope
of this article does not allow for a detailed description of the Volkstum
work of Germany’s Westforschung. But it should be noted that par-
ticipants in this conflict of nationalities thought in vélkisch categories;
that is, they distinguished primarily between Germans and Walloons
(or Belgians), but racist attributions hardly played a role.'®

This does not mean that the conflicts of the 1930s were free of
anti-Semitism, as came to light most clearly in the context of the 1938
November pogroms. While increased refugee activity had already
been registered at the German-Belgian border ever since the National
Socialists had assumed power, now hundreds of Jewish families at-
tempted to reach Belgium. In this regard, however, Eupen-Malmedy
was not a preferred haven, since it was part of a border zone from
which the Belgian gendarmerie could immediately deport illegals to
Germany—and it did so.'®

Reports about the deplorable fates of refugees multiplied.!” The
Catholic, pro-Belgian newspaper Grenz-Echo (border echo) played
a major role in this regard. Its editor Henri Michel had denounced
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Germany's racial policies since 1933, and the archeologist Otto Eugen
Mayer and Socialist Jewish journalist Kurt Griitnebaum, both of whom
had been persecuted by the National Socialists, worked on the newspa-
per’s editorial board.'® Of the articles covering events at the border, one
from December 1938 stands out in particular, stating:

On the other hand, one repeatedly encounters cases of true humanity. As
we learned this morning, a local resident, who supposedly is even a member
of the Heimattreue Front, went over to Germany in order to pick up a child
there and bring it via Eupen on to Brussels where relatives are accepting
the abandoned child, whose father and grandfather find themselves in a
German concentration camp. Although the resident in question may not
be pleased to have his local friends in the Heimattreue Front made aware
of his noble-minded conduct, we cannot help but issue a fine testimony to
his human decency, which naturally stands in blatant contradiction to the
political principles of the Heimattreue Front."”

As well as taking an understandable jab at the pro-German movement,
the article made it clear that supporters of the Heimattreue Front were
not invariably radical anti-Semites, but that, even here, anti-Semitism
clearly competed with Christian and humanist precepts of charity.
In the harsh words of the Reich Commissioner (Reichsbeauftragter)
for Eupen-Malmedy Franz Thedieck (1900-1995), who had been em-
ployed in the Prussian Interior Ministry as early as 1923 and, among
other things, had acted as the region’s Special Administrator (Sonder-
beauftragter): “The leadership level of the heimattreue movement
is decayed and spent, because it cannot detach itself from Catholi-
cism."”?® This statement by the future State Secretary for the Ministry
of All-German Affairs of the German Federal Republic (1949-1964) is
all the more remarkable, since in 1943 he himself was relieved of his
responsibilities as an Oberkriegsverwaltungsrat (Chief Military Ad-
ministrator) in Brussels for “favoring Catholic interests” and assigned
to front-line duties.*!

Likewise in the context of the November pogroms, an article from
newspaper Die fliegende Taube (The Flying Dove)—the Catholic’s
Union's mouthpiece in the old Belgian/Low German region—illus-
trates the competition between an evidently widespread Christian
anti-Semitism and human compassion:

What has happened and is still happening to the Jews these days in Ger-
many is a disgrace for the entire country. To millions of Germans, this dis-
honoring of their good name and the responsibility that they thereby have
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to bear must be repugnant in the depths of the soul. Their influence today
is undoubtedly vanishingly small, and we know well enough that the indig-
nation abroad likewise no longer plays a role. Incidentally, perhaps noth-
ing reveals with greater brutal clarity than these events how frighteningly
far European humanity has fallen and how thoroughly European thought
has already lost even its merely humane character. One need not for this
reason absolve Jewry of all economic and cultural guilt and may even be in
agreement with the limitation of a certain overgrowth. But what is happen-
ing at the moment can only be described as inhuman, and even the Jews
themselves would probably concede that their much-maligned fate under
the Christian solution to this question was one almost worth envying. . . .
The totalitarian countries, especially Germany, are making life on their soil
practically impossible for the Jews. . . . The other states, which for normal
circumstances are themselves already pervaded by foreign influences [iiber-
fremdet] and in large part also pervaded by Jewish influences [iiberjudet],
often refuse to accept them; accordingly the only choice remaining to the
Jews, therefore, 1s to emigrate to the moon or allow themselves to be slaugh-
tered, if they do not prefer to commit suicide.**

The positions represented here can also easily be found in the Belgian
refugee policies of those years.” Belgian gendarmes, for instance,
were practically trained to be able to detect the escape organizations
that regularly operated in the border region beginning in 1936. It
would be a mistake to ascribe exclusively altruistic motives to those
who helped refugees escape. In any case, according to Hans-Dieter
Arntz, one can observe a shift, starting in 1938, from helping es-
caping refugees to systematic people smuggling. Such activity was
widespread above all among the workers engaged in the construc-
tion of the West Wall in the South Eifel. They often coldly exploited
the plight of the refugees out of a greed for profit, whereby prices of
approximately 1,000 RM per refugee were the rule. In very extreme
cases, after they had paid, refugees were driven back into the arms
of their German persecutors.* Such motives and the necessary pre-
cautionary measures explain the statement today of a witness who
at the time was still a youth: “Everyone knew that Jews were fleeing
through our village. I believe that the adults also knew why they fled.
But this topic was simply not talked about.”?

In terms of their attitude toward the November pogrom, however,
a few of the leading members of the Heimattreue Front, directed by
the “especially anti-Semitic minded”?® Cologne Gauleiter Josef Grohé,
completely followed the National Socialist line,*” as demonstrated even
just by the reporting in the so-called revisionist newspapers, which
were controlled by the pro-German movement. The report about the
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attack on the diplomat Ernst vom Rath stated that a “Jew” had “taken
up arms. . . . International Jewry, which is conspiring against Ger-
many, does not shy away from leading the campaign against Berlin
from French soil, as if its intention were to provoke difficulties between
Germany and France.””® This was followed by warnings addressed to
France regarding Jewish emigrants who “show no consideration what-
soever, but rather apply the same parasitical methods as in other coun-
tries.”* A report on the burning of the synagogue in the neighboring
city of Aachen lacked any references to perpetrators, not even to the
“spontaneous people’s rage [Volkszorn]” that was mentioned with re-
spect to other cities.* The left-wing Dutch writer and journalist Nico
Rost, who toured Eupen-Malmedy in 1938, also reported on the region’s
anti-Semitism, mentioning, for example, that a Jewish store in Eupen
was smeared with the slogan “Juda die!”* But there is no knowledge of
any physical violence against Jewish residents.

Yet for most Jewish refugees, the border region by no means consti-
tuted a desirable haven, and the social climate did nothing to alter this
fact. Almost no Jews at all seem to have been in the Belgian Eifel—the
southern part of Eupen-Malmedy—shortly before the beginning of the
Second World War. A number of Jewish families fleeing from Poland
had settled in the Eupen region in the 1930s, where they primarily en-
gaged in retail commerce. Because of their small numbers, they did not
support a community life, apparently celebrating religious festivals in
Liége, 35 kilometers away.*” During the course of 1939, approximately
forty Jews presumably settled in the Eupen region,* but they were by
no means safe in the border zone.

The First Weeks after Annexation

The German invasion on 10 May 1940 hardly took anyone in Belgium
by surprise. Government and military circles in Brussels had been ex-
pecting the Wehrmacht's attack since fall 1939.* In spring 1940, the
families of a number of exposed members of the pro-Belgian milieu,
as well as high officials in Eupen-Malmedy, had even been evacuated
into the country's interior. Many of those less fortunate were among
the victims of the German persecutions—often based on local denun-
ciations—during the first weeks after the Germans entered Belgium.
They included, for example, the journalist Henri Michel, who would
spend almost five years in the Oranienburg-Sachsenhausen concentra-
tion camp, as well as the Eupen Police Commissioner Fritz Hennes and
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the Malmedy’s Socialist mayor Joseph Werson, who both died in the
concentration camps.®

There is no dispute in the scholarship today: 10 May 1940 constituted
a day of celebration for the substantial majority of Eupen-Malmedy's
population.’ The territory’s reintegration into the German Reich oc-
curred by means of a Fithrer decree issued on 18 May 1940, thus even
before combat operations against the Belgian army came to an end
on 28 May 1940.*" Judging by the ample volume of Heimkehr (home-
coming; repatriation) literature, anti-Semitism probably did not play
any role in the celebratory announcements.? But the Germans went
beyond annexing merely the formerly Prussian-German region of
Eupen-Malmedy. A circular decree from the Reich Interior Ministry
from 29 May 1940 also incorporated into the Reich ten municipalities
that had never belonged to Prussia or Germany,* justifying this move
by referring to the German mother tongue of a portion of the popula-
tion of these municipalities. The German Reich thereby gained a total
of 87,000 inhabitants (see map 10.1).%

After a one-week military administration, the Reich administration
took over the territory of Eupen-Malmedy. The responsibility was as-
signed to the Prussian Regierungsprisidium (government presidium)
Aachen, which formally received authority over Eupen-Malmedy, but
was never at any point provided with additional officials in order to
fulfill this duty. As with other integrations, essential decrees for the
region needed to be approved by the Reich Interior Ministry in its
capacity as the Central Office for Reunification (Zentralstelle fir die
Wiedervereinigung). Section I/1, headed by Ministerialdirigent (Min-
isterial Director) Dr. Medicus, reviewed them “to ensure a standard
procedure for carrying out the reunification.”*!

At the municipal level, after the Belgian mayors either departed
or were deposed, their offices were initially taken over by members of
Heimattreue Front: for Eupen, Ortsgruppenleiter (local group leader)
Walther Rexroth; for Malmedy, Bezirksleiter (district leader) Wilhelm
Buhrke; and for St. Vith, Bezirksleiter Franz Genten (the two latter
men held office only until fall 1940). However, no significant personnel
changes took place in the lower administrative ranks.*

The administrative boundaries were readjusted in accordance with
the given realities of the German Reich, which entailed rescinding
the Belgian divisions. Thus between May and November 1940, the
Germans instituted Rhineland-Westphalia’s District Code (Amtsord-
nung),* and Eupen-Malmedy once again consisted of two German
Kreise instead of three Belgian cantons. The two Landrite (district
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administrators)—Felix Seulen in Eupen and Heinz Ehmke in Malm-
edy—and the NSDAP Kreisleiter (district leader), Gabriel Saal,
stemmed from the Old Reich. Such appointments would prove to be a
trend; soon almost all of the Amtsbiirgermeister (district mayors) and
officials came from the Old Reich. Uncertainty about the loyalties of
the locals, but also very urgent practical reasons, explain this staffing
policy, which the people in Eupen-Malmedy experienced as a harsh
disappointment. Only the Eupen Kreisleiter Stefan Gierets, in office
until his death in 1941, came from the leadership of the Heimattreue
Front; in contrast, his successor Karl Herwanger did not.*!

The NSDAP officially assimilated the Heimattreue Front as early as
May 1940, although it did not automatically accept the Heimattreue
Front’s members, much to the latter's disappointment. The mission
of the Heimattreue Front had been accomplished. The (self-imposed)
Gleichschaltung (synchronization) of the population relentlessly ad-
vanced during the next months and years. Martin Scharer estimates
the number of NSDAP members in Eupen-Malmedy as approximately
7,000 during the period shortly before the region’s liberation by the
Allies in 1944.% Similar membership figures obtained for party orga-
nizations like the Hitler Youth and the Nazi Women’s League. Even
the SA enjoyed great popularity, and on 18 May 1941 the 1,240 men
(some sources mention 1,500) of Standarte (regiment) 174 were able
to welcome SA Stabschef (chief of staff) Viktor Lutze to Eupen for the
oath-taking ceremony. Despite strong promotional efforts, the SS did
not achieve the same success. Nonetheless, a few of the 800 military
volunteers from Eupen-Malmedy were assigned to the Waffen SS.#

With respect to the subject of anti-Jewish policies, to date we have
only been able to identify a single directive from any of the Reich agen-
cies. In this May 1940 directive, the director of the Section IV A5 Emi-
gration in the Reich Security Main Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt)
and officer responsible for “Jewish matters,” Walter Jagusch, stipu-
lated that the Reich Association of the Jews in Germany “itself or the
Bezirksstelle [regional office] Cologne could take care of the (in any
case few) Jews in Eupen-Malmedy.”"

The few scattered Jews who had remained in the region had only
two options. They could either attempt to relocate to Belgium’s interior
or go underground.*® In order to hide, they had to rely on the help of
the local population.*® Otherwise they faced the danger of being taken
into custody. Meanwhile, efforts to flee from the Old Reich to Belgium
apparently continued without interruption. A 1916 emergency law put
into force by the Belgian government on 10 May 1940 proved fateful for
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at least 6,000 Jewish refugees who had reached Belgium since 1938,
declaring them at the onset of the war to be enemies of the state. For
many this meant being arrested by the Belgian gendarmerie and de-
ported to France.®®
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The arrests during the war's first weeks mentioned earlier were of-
ten preceded by denunciations. In at least one case, anti-Semitism—
namely, in its typical Christian form—provided the justification.
Einsatzkommando 5 of the Security Police (Sicherheitspolizei; SiPo)
and the Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst; SD), which, like the Ein-
satzgruppen during the invasion of Poland, had evidently also followed
the army into Belgium, reported a complaint from an Ortsgruppenfiih-
rer of the Heimattreue Front to the government in Aachen. The Ort-
gruppenfiithrer’s village pastor—a converted Jew—had denied paschal
absolution to those who voted for the Heimattreue Front and also per-
formed indecent acts involving young people: “But my mind has almost
stopped due to outrage, that it is possible that a priest who takes the
savior into his heart every day can lie like that. There is only one expla-
nation, namely this, that it was Jews whom the savior drove from the
temple, and that it was, in turn, Jews who hammered the Most High to
the cross . . . and that, after all, our current pastor emerged from this
unfortunate Volk."®

The Period of the Occupation

A decree by Hitler on 23 May 1940 provided for the introduction of
Prussian and German laws on 1 September 1940.% The Reich Interior
Ministry was in charge here as well. An ordinance on the civil-legal tran-
sitional regulations from 3 September 1940 sought to achieve conformity
with German legal principles with as few problems as possible.*®

The most complicated issue, however, was state citizenship, which
remained unresolved until settled by an ordinance issued by the Reich
Interior Ministry on 23 September 1941. Hitler's decree from 23 May
1940 had provisionally made the residents of Eupen-Malmedy German
citizens, but only “in accordance with more specific provisions.”* Nota-
bly, the new ordinance did not explicitly annul Belgian nationality, re-
sulting in a kind of “double state citizenship” in terms of international
law (fully ignored by those affected).”

The new state citizenship laws distinguished between two groups
in the annexed region. Most of the population obtained Reich-German
citizenship, while those deemed to be Jews as per the First Decree to
the Reich Citizenship Law from 14 November 1935% or gypsies were
excluded.”” Because they had already been Belgians prior to the Treaty
of Versailles, approximately 20,000 residents of the Kreise who spoke
Low German received the status “German until revoked.” Revocation
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was supposed to be possible for a period of ten years. Here, too, Jews
and “gypsies” were excluded, but Mischlinge (people of mixed race)
were not, as long as “they had committed themselves to Germandom
before 18 May 1940.”%® Even the SS Race and Settlement Main Office
(Rasse- und Siedlungshauptamt) held that its duty was less to empha-
size restrictions than to keep “valuable German blood [from] being lost”
by means of a generous interpretation of the state citizenship law.*

In spring 1941, a controversy regarding the question of so-called
Mischlinge erupted between the NSDAP Kreisleiter Gierets and
the Eupen Biirgermeister Rexroth—notably two former members of
the Heimattreue Front. It involved two brothers with the status of
“Half-Jew,” born in Berlin and Dresden, who attended the city school.
It is striking that Gierets, who as a faithful Catholic operated a shop
for devotional items, had no qualms whatsoever with the National
Socialist dictum: “The Half-Jew is to be equated to the widest extent
with the Jew. Therefore it can hardly be reasonably expected that par-
ents of German children send children to a class where, at the same
time, a Half-Jew sits. Beyond that, there can probably be no interest
whatsoever in still making a special school education in the German
Reich available to Half-Jews.” In a letter with an emphatically sober
tone, Burgermeister Rexroth invoked—as did Landrat Seulen—the
applicable legislation, according to which the Reich Citizenship Law
did not prohibit school attendance by Mischlinge. The Rhine prov-
ince’s Oberprisidium (Upper Presidium) in Koblenz likewise saw no
legal basis to forbid school attendance “even though it is unpleasant
and undesired.”®

This kind of anticipatory self-conformity can also be observed in a
contemporaneous exchange of letters about renaming streets in the
Eupen area. Since 1940, the new city leaders and German officials
had renamed a fair number of the major streets after National So-
cialist politicians. It hardly seems surprising that the “Judenstrafle”
especially riled up anti-Semitic temperaments. The leadership of the
Heimattreue Front had already conducted research into the street
name’s origins in the 1930s, but could never rule out the presump-
tion that the name actually stemmed from a dialectal mutation of the
name “Johannes.” Nonetheless, from the perspective of the authori-
ties in summer 1941, the matter seemed clear: “The inhabitants . . .
have long been offended by the retention of the previous designation.”®
The new name, “Rétgener Stralle,” now referred to the next-closest vil-
lage in the German Reich. The city’s open-air swimming pool, which
bore the name of Prussian Commercial Councilor Robert Wetzlar, an
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industrialist with Jewish origins, was also renamed “Waldbad” (liter-
ally, forest swimming pool).%

It would probably be a mistake to interpret such measures in terms of
their intent and effect as manifestations of a pronounced anti-Semitism.
Rather, they appear to be attempts on the part of the few persons from
Eupen-Malmedy still holding senior positions to accommodate the con-
ceptions of the Reich-German agencies. After all, even though the term
never shows up in the associated sources, these players considered
themselves members of the Volksgemeinschaft. This interpretation is
also suggested by the fact that prior to taking action, at least with re-
spect to the renaming of roads, the city had been pressured by articles in
the NSDAP party newspaper Westdeutscher Beobachter.®® Whether the
insufficient radicalism also had something to do with a lack of material
incentives—the opportunity for systematic “Aryanization” obviously did
not exist—must remain a matter for speculation.®

To prepare for the deportations from the Reich’s territory, on 1 Sep-
tember 1941 the Reich Interior Ministry issued the Police Decree on
the Identification of the Jews, which also restricted their mobility and
freedom of movement.®® Shortly thereafter, the ministry refined the
decree to the effect that “until ruled otherwise, Jews of foreign origin
are not subject to the provisions of the decree, with the exception of the
Jews living in the territories of Eupen/Malmedy and Moresnet . . . who
hold Belgian state citizenship.”%

Since an emigration ban was also issued in October 1941 for Ger-
many and the annexed and occupied territories, the only chance to
escape the incipient deportations was to flee. The available sources
do not allow us to determine whether any raids or deportations subse-
quently occurred in Eupen-Malmedy. But in any event, surveillance of
the German-Belgian border would once again intensify. The fact that
German authorities had compelling reasons for such measures seems
beyond dispute. A number of escape networks remained active in the
border region as late as 1943 and in many cases successful—as we can
assume based on the Germans’ inability to maintain constant surveil-
lance along the entire border.’” The refugees during this phase con-
sisted mostly of French prisoners of war. Naturally, precise figures are
impossible to establish. Yet recent research on the deportation of Jews
living on Belgian soil during the war years suggests that the number of
successful escape efforts was quite high. Insa Meinen has argued that
a substantial portion of the Jews deported from Mechelen and Drancy
were picked up individually or in small groups, and not during raids
in Antwerp or Brussels. This leads her to conclude that these Jews, es-
caping from the Old Reich, Austria, Eastern European countries, and
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the Netherlands, did not reach Belgian territory until after 1938 and
during the first years of the war.®

An example of a failed escape attempt in fall 1942—one that has al-
ready been discussed a number of times in the scholarly literature—il-
lustrates both how the escape was organized as well as the mechanisms
of persecution in the German-Belgian border region.*® On 3 September
1942, two Berlin Jews, Jacques Bar (born in 1886) and Dr. Emil Hirsch
(born in 1875) were taken into custody near the border in Eupen; Rywa
Léwinsohn (born in 1886 in Warsaw), who had stayed behind in Aachen,
was arrested as well. Of the group of refugees, only a single Jewish mar-
ried couple with a child successfully reached Belgium. Two people who
facilitated the escape, Hubert K. and Hedwig R. (who gave the escape
organization “Hedwig” its name), were also arrested.

The Aachen Gestapo’s interrogation records provide more precise in-
formation not only on how the Jews contacted the escape agents while
still in Berlin and the horrendous amounts of money paid for the es-
cape, but also about the despair that drove them to flee as a last resort
to avoid deportation to the East. The refugees were not held in custody
in Eupen very long, but were quickly transferred to prison in Aachen.
In Aachen, a court sentenced them to prison terms of between eighteen
months and two years. After the verdict, any traces of them disappear,
and their names are not found on any lists. We know, however, that
other Jewish refugees arrested in connection with the trial against
Hedwig R. were deported.™

The origins of these refugees were by no means unusual. Those flee-
ing in the 1930s predominantly came from the eastern part of Germany
and Austria. From the Old Reich, however, the geographically nearest
group was the Jews from Cologne, which has led Arntz to note: “But
the phenomenon—which to this day the author finds incomprehensi-
ble—was that refugees arrived from afar, often without any knowledge
of what this ‘green border'™ looked like, while many Jews from the
Eifel, who knew every stick and stone in the old German-Belgian bor-
der zone, all too rarely took their chances.””

The inmate registry of the Eupen jail, which briefly held a number
of refugees, also suggests the latter’s distant origins, although, admit-
tedly, the 1,000 inmates registered between 1941 and the end of the
German occupation in September 1944 included only ninety-three cap-
tured refugees.™

Escape agents faced the threat of punishment. While a few got off
with prison terms, others were sent to concentration camps.”™ It ap-
pears as if a number of families incurred immense risks and hid Jewish
families in Eupen-Malmedy. Contemporary witnesses have also referred
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to the sudden disappearance of a Jewish family, but also, for example,
to people with disabilities being seized from their hiding places by the
Gestapo,™ although documents pertaining to such incidents have not
vet been found. In light of the small number of Jews, estimates of the
number of rescuers should not be set too high. A few rescuers from the
core region of Belgium, however, operated specifically along the border
between Eupen-Malmedy and occupied Belgium. At the local border
railway station at Montzen, for example, which belonged to the annexed
territory, a number of locomotive engineers are said to have attempted
to free prisoners as the locomotives shunted the deportation trains.™

Who exactly informed authorities about the refugees and escape or-
ganizations can no longer be determined, although presumably they
came from Eupen-Malmedy. However, they probably numbered no
higher than the rescuers. Evidence of perpetrators is scarce. In 1947, a
court in Liége sentenced the Eupen resident August Voss, who had vol-
unteered for service with the Gestapo and worked in occupied Belgium,
to a twenty-year prison term. He was said to have participated in the
arrest and deportation of 1,000 Jews in this area.”™

Conclusion

Because of Eupen-Malmedy's particular geographical situation, Nazi
Jewish policy amounted in the first instance to a policy of border con-
trol, developed after the start of the war by the Reich Interior Ministry
and implemented by the Gestapo. Actors from the annexed region were
few. A decisive factor in this respect was the region’s integration into
the Aachen Regierungsbezirk and the appointment of Germans from
the Old Reich to the most important offices.

While to some extent, Christian anti-Semitism in Eupen-Malmedy
provided a bridge for anti-Jewish Nazi policies, racial anti-Semitism
did not play a major role in the population. Consequently, with respect
to reintegration, anti-Semitism could hardly have functioned to estab-
lish a bond between the Old Reich and what had been separated from
Germany twenty years earlier; the conflicts between nationalities and
national traditions and practices were too virulent. Yet it should also
be said that, for most people, what they knew or could have known—
whether from newspapers, relatives, or even refugee activities at the
border—since the 1930s about the treatment of Jews in the German
Reich did not prevent them from dreaming about, or actively striving
toward, their region’s return to Germany.
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Due to the very small numbers of Jews in Eupen-Malmedy, their
fate came to the fore only as a result of refugee movements triggered by
National Socialist policies of persecution. Because of the border situa-
tion of the Kreise, as well as the region’s Christian anti-Semitism, none
of the refugees could imagine permanent settlement. Many residents,
however, became either members or accessories of organizations that
helped escaping refugees. Apart from humanitarian motives, the basis
for such involvement was chiefly the pursuit of profit, which probably
explains why any discussion of these activities was later suppressed.
Once the war began, the few Jews still living in Eupen-Malmedy were
left with only the choice of fleeing into occupied Belgium or hoping that
they could survive the war in hiding. In both instances, opportunities
to do so were created above all by residents of the ten old-Belgian mu-
nicipalities that were annexed by Germany in addition to the actual
territory of Eupen-Malmedy; their willingness to engage in resistance
was significantly more pronounced than their counterparts in the
old-German districts.

Looking back on a project involving interviews with contempo-
rary witnesses, the eastern Belgian historians Carlo Lejeune and
Klaus-Dieter Klauser have stated that the twentieth century “did not
even leave [German-speaking Belgians] with any heroes.”™ This is cer-
tainly also applicable with regard to the subject of the persecution of
Jews during the Second World War and the preceding refugee move-
ments of the 1930s.

For a number of important reasons, eastern Belgian efforts to deal
with the past—even scholarly efforts—have included few attempts to
analyze this aspect of the war years. For a public chiefly interested in
the conflict between Belgian and German nationalism and its conse-
quences, the issue has seemed marginal,™ all the more so because very
few Jews settled in this area after 1945.%° A growing number of recent
publications and Dietrich Schubert movie Nicht verzeichnete Fluchtbe-
wegungen—oder: Wie die Juden in der West-Eifel in die Fretheit kamen
(1990)%! have not yet ended the subject’s suppression, perhaps also be-
cause a widespread “anti-Semitism without Jews” continues to exist.
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