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Supply Situations: National Socialist Policies
of Exploitation and Economies of Shortage
in Occupied Societies During World War I1

Tatjana Tonsmeyer

Wars cause breakdowns of economies by destroying production, trade
and infrastructures. They disrupt sowing and harvesting as well as dis-
tribution chains of all kinds. During World War II the consequences
thereof for people living in occupied countries were aggravated by ruth-
lessly implemented German exploitation policies. The resulting shortage
took different forms, but was an issue from France to Russia and from
Norway to Greece. To varying degrees, it concerned food, housing,
heating and electricity as well as products related to medical care—to
name just the most essential issues.

Research has so far focussed more on policies of exploitation than on
coping strategies. Put more precisely, this history of exploitation has pre-
dominantly been written about in one of three strands. First, the focus
has either been on economic macro-history with an interest in assessing
the contributions of various countries regarding the German war effort,

T. Tonsmeyer (D<)
University of Wuppertal, Wuppertal, Germany
e-mail: toensmeyer@uni-wuppertal.de
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among them the highly industrialised countries of Western Europe like
France, without which Germany could not have continued the war
for six long years.! Second, the approach has been perpetrator centred,
paying close attention to those who enacted starvation policies.? As a
result, we know how different German institutions organised exploita-
tion and that hunger policies were deeply rooted in anti-Semitism and
racism, resulting in mass starvation in the occupied territories of the
Soviet Union, especially in the cities.? A third strand of research focusses
on the exploitation of forced labour, paying special attention to the man-
agement of forced labour by German authorities, on living and working
conditions in the Reich (much less in occupied territories) and especially
on Jewish slave labour.*

In contrast to this, we know far less about how people handled short-
age and scarcity or how they tried to survive in times when starvation
hit whole societies. The question ‘Being hungry — what do people do?’®
should therefore not be limited to subsistence economies of pre-modern
and early modern times, but should be asked concerning everyday life
under occupation during World War II as well. In these years, though
shortages took different forms and concerned different commodities,
scarcity made itself quickly felt in occupied Europe. It hit occupied
Soviet cities, where the situation had already become one of utmost des-
titution and desperation by late summer and autumn of 1941. However,
mortality rates were very high in Greece as well. Wherever hunger raged
the effect was felt directly, but hunger played its part indirectly as well,
because malnutrition and dire living conditions such as a lack of heat-
ing material, catastrophic sanitary conditions and insufficient medical
care increased people’s exposure to tuberculosis, influenza and other
illnesses.® Compared to this, most countries in Western Europe were bet-
ter off. Nevertheless, the gnawing sensation of hunger and general scar-
city was foremost on many people’s minds.

To discuss these issues in more detail and act as an introduction to
this book, this chapter therefore starts with an overview on National
Socialist exploitation policies. It then turns to economies of shortage
in occupied societies. Special attention will be paid to rationing systems
and makeshift economies as well as on how German occupying person-
nel criminalised the survival strategies of local populations. By addressing
the interaction between ‘the occupiers’ and ‘the occupied’—though of
course bearing in mind that both groups were far from homogenous—
in supply situations, this chapter further aims at contributing to the
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growing body of literature on how occupation moulded social order all
over occupied Europe.

ExrrortaTiON POLICIES

Leading National Socialists regarded it a lesson learnt from World War
I that the lost ‘battle for food” (Kampf um die Ernidbrung) led to the
breakdown of the German home front and, as a consequence, to defeat.
Believing that Germany was overpopulated and endangered by being cut
off from imports by blockades, they regarded the policy of Lebensranm
as essential for space as well as food. Medical experts backed such
assumptions. As early as 1921 they warned that childhood malnutrition
due to the blockade during World War I led to ‘an intensive racial wors-
ening of the growing generation’.” Therefore, Hitler himself advised
Wehrmacht officers in February of 1939 that ‘the food question [is] ...
the most vital problem ... that demands being solved by expansion’.8

The man in charge of dealing with this was Herbert Backe. He was
made State Secretary (Staatssekretir) to Richard Walther Darré when
Darré took office as Minister of Agriculture and became Head of the
Food Commission in the Four-Year-Plan administration later on.” Backe
was among those top officials who—only a few days after Hitler had met
with the military leadership on 4 November 1940—were informed by
Goring of the decision to invade the Soviet Union. It became his task
to set up plans that would enable the German Wehrmacht to lead this
war as a Blitzkrieg. This was only deemed possible if supplies were not
to be brought in from Germany, where the population was to be spared
hardships, but by feeding the troops from Soviet soil and requisitioning
‘surpluses’ for the home front. In this context, recent research stresses
a certain interconnectedness between the envisaged ‘elimination of all
[Soviet] political leaders’, especially the ‘Bolshevik—Jewish intelligentsia’
and nutrition policies.!® The breakdown of the Soviet state was consid-
ered a prerequisite to ruthlessly requisitioning foodstuffs. Even before
the German assault on the Soviet Union, military as well as civil person-
nel were well aware that this meant that ‘many millions’, some sources
speak explicitly of ‘30 million” were going to be starved.!!

Set-up plans dividing the Soviet Union into so-called deficit zones—
like the forest regions of Belarus and northern as well as central Russia—
and zones in Ukraine, southern Russia and the Caucasus which were
believed to produce surpluses!? proved as early as July 1941 to be
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impossible to realise, since robbing the local population of its supply and
securing the hinterland could not be put into practice at the same time.
As a consequence, more selective hunger policies were implemented,
which differentiated between smaller sub-regions and various groups of
local populations. The non-Jewish population in the former Baltic coun-
tries, in Western Ukraine and the Caucasus as well as those working for
the German war effort were to be fed at least to some degree. It is worth
noting that the acceleration and radicalisation of German anti-Semitic
measures fit precisely within this context of extreme supply problems:
German decision makers selected the Jewish population as ‘useless eaters’
and tried to reduce supply problems by murdering them. The same was
true regarding Soviet prisoners of war who were already under German
control. Though numbers are difficult to obtain, educated guesses speak
of four million victims resulting from German starvation policies on
Soviet territory.!3

Of course, the chances of survival were massively influenced by the
availability of resources not taken by the occupiers. In this regard,
it is necessary to bear in mind that, even at the outset of fighting, the
withdrawing Soviet troops and especially NKWD forces (troops of
the Soviet Ministry of the Interior) were ordered to destroy whatever
might be useful to the occupier. This scorched earth policy hit the
civilian population severely by diminishing its resources from very early
on.'* The fighting added to the destruction; many of the Soviet cities
were bombed and resources destroyed. Exploitation therefore hit local
populations who were mostly far from being well off. Furthermore,
though German officers initially handed out receipts for compensa-
tion of requisitioning, peasants quickly realised that redeeming these
notes proved next to impossible. The policy was stopped fairly soon
after its introduction anyway and advancing troops took to expropri-
ation without compensation or paid very small amounts (in roubles).
The longer the fighting lasted, the more looting became a common
problem. Taking the area under the control of the Centre Army Group
as an example, towns and villages were overrun several times. As a
result, an 800-1000 km stretch of land was stripped of food and turned
into a so-called Kahlfraffzone. Plundering by individual German soldiers
aggravated the situation.'® Last but not least, the longer the war lasted
and the more the partisan movement developed, the more local peas-
ants had to feed resistance fighters as well (and to fear German reprisals
for doing s0).1¢
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Compared to this, the situation was less horrible in other parts
of occupied Europe, although it was still very dire, e.g., in Greece.
In Piracus and Athens, mortality rates were five to seven times higher
in the winter of 1941/1942 than the previous year. Medical reports
pointed out that hunger was the direct cause of at last one third of these
deaths.!'” Distribution of foodstuffs was part of the problem that led to
the catastrophic situation. The breakdown of state structures did not
help, and hunger on the islands was largely the result of trading and fish-
ing restrictions in the Mediterranean introduced by the occupiers.!®

In France, where about half of the population experienced hun-
ger, the wealthy banker Charles Rist noted in his diary: ‘People talk of
nothing else but provisions and supply’.1? This was not just a sentiment,
shortage was real. For example, as early as October 1941 the prefect of
Paris warned that diseases might be transmitted by eating stewed cat.??
Schoolchildren in rural Aude related in June 1941 that they had already
eaten a hedgehog, grass snakes, a fox, frogs, a squirrel, a cat, a falcon
and a badger.?! As severe as this was, deaths from hunger were rare
in Western European countries (or not at all in the case of Denmark).
This was due to the fact that exploitation rather than starvation policies
were implemented here. Furthermore, exploitation itself took differ-
ent forms compared to those in Eastern Europe. As a result of German
demands, national economies were transformed into a war-oriented
system of autarky.?? However, in contrast to Eastern and Southeastern
Europe, German occupation in Western and Northern Europe as well
as in the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia did not take the pro-
duction factors, but mostly the output.?® In France, this policy only
partly succeeded, and the country therefore lost much of its labour and
foodstuffs.2*

Massive intervention into industry was nevertheless rather rare, excep-
tions being the sequestration of individual plants in the iron and steel
industry in Lorraine, aluminium and electricity generation in Norway
or the chemical industry in the Netherlands.?> At the factory level a
set of regulations made sure that German demands were met.2® The
price policy regarding foodstuffs was meant to stimulate the delivery
of agrarian products.?” The resulting scarcity that hit local populations
was aggravated by the fact that Wehrmacht soldiers went on shopping
tours on such a great scale that, for example, the Wehrmacht intendant
for Belgium warned his superiors that this might lead to all goods in the
country being sold out.?8
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RATIONING SYSTEMS AND THE ATTRIBUTION
OF SURVIVAL CHANCES

Introducing rations was #he answer to war-induced shortages in occupied
Europe at the administrative level. Based on nutritional research in the
carly twentieth century,? rations were thought to regulate the distribu-
tion of food, which was usually based on different age categories such
as children, young persons, grown-ups, old people and extra categories
like ‘heavy labour’ or ‘pregnant and breast feeding women’. Rural pop-
ulations were usually thought to be able to sustain themselves, without
taking into consideration whether an individual actually worked in agri-
culture or had a garden or not.3°

Due to the regulations, rationing systems confronted card holders
with many problems on a daily basis. For example, cards and coupons
were valid only for a certain time or in certain shops whether the goods
were accessible or not. Even from an administrative point of view the
handling was complicated because, in some cases, the same strips allowed
for the purchase of different goods in different quotas.?! As a result of
the regulations themselves, inefficiencies and shortages, all kinds of fraud
were commonplace.

However, rations were not only difficult to handle, they were usually
insufficient as well and did not provide enough food to live on alone.??
This was especially true for Eastern Europe. In the Polish district of
Radom, a region that had both heavy industry and agriculture, inhab-
itants in early November 1939 were entitled to 200 g of bread per day,
200 g of sugar and salt each per month and up to 400 g of flour per
month. The rural population had to supply itself via the market, which
was next to impossible because trading flour and foodstufts was by
and large prohibited. Exemptions were only made regarding fruit and
vegetables.?3 In the Soviet Union the population was worse off. Even
those working for German war efforts were only entitled to supplies
of the lowest quality and quantity. Although some military command-
ers set up rations to stabilise relations between the occupying forces
and the local population in the hinterland, meat rations were only to be
handed out in tiny quantities in the winter and were to be obtained from
meat scraps. Furthermore, these regulations were destined for German
bureaucracy alone, and not to be publicly communicated.3*
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Throughout occupied Europe, two groups were singled out for spe-
cial rations: ethnic Germans and Jews. Ethnic Germans were entitled
to greater-than-average rations, whereas rations for Jews, especially
in Eastern Europe, were usually so low that nobody could survive on
them. In the Radom district in Poland, Jews were accorded rations
for children up to ten years, while in the Ukraine the rations for Jews
were not to exceed those for (non-Jewish) children up to 14 years.
Moreover, in all cases Jews were to be supplied food only when it
was available. In Belarus, where the non-Jewish local population was
only supplied foodstuffs that were left over after Wehrmacht requisi-
tioning, German agencies decided to economise on rations for Jews.
If they were supplied at all, their daily rations were set by the 403rd
Sicherungs division (and other military units as well) at 125 g of bread,
14 g of flour and 11 g of groats which was about half that was received
by non-Jewish local people.3?

These represent a few of many examples. They all show the racist
segregation of societies as implemented by German occupation author-
ities, who by and large determined the supply situation. Trying to find
supplies where shortages prevailed was essential for the populations
of occupied regions all over Europe. Systems of rationing were meant
to regulate access to food. They were based on categorising popu-
lations according to the racist and utilitarian conceptions of the occu-
piers, represented in higher rations for ethnic Germans and those who
did so-called heavy or very heavy labour. On the other hand, those who
were perceived as so-called ‘useless eaters’, like the Jewish population,
found themselves at the bottom of Nazi categorisations and were not
meant to survive. Soviet prisoners of war in German camps, patients in
hospitals (especially if mentally ill) and large groups of the overall Soviet
population were in many cases doomed to starvation as well.36

Rationing meant that it was not just ‘minority groups’, however
numerous, but whole societies in Eastern and Western Europe that were
categorised and thereby hierarchised according to German perceptions.
This categorisation had direct consequences on the everyday life of
everyone: rations attributed survival chances and this applied not just to
a few, but all members of occupied societies. Since exploitation on behalf
of German war efforts was the general German intention, with shortages
resulting from it, the attribution of survival chances by rations was a
widely shared experience in occupied Europe.
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Maxkesairr EcoNnomies Across OccuPIED EUROPE

Scarcity can lead to serious forms of malnutrition that take a major
toll on people’s everyday lives, especially if it prevails for weeks. When
there is hunger the preoccupation with food even before the situation
becomes fatal, may become so intense that it has the power to reverse a
starving person’s normal morality and sense of self. In the later phases
of marasmus the organism tries to sustain itself with protein taken from
its own muscles and cells, thereby severely damaging the heart and caus-
ing a breakdown of the immune system. Progressing malfunctioning of
the immune system makes people prone to dysentery, typhus and other
illnesses. Whereas about ten per cent of deaths caused by famine result
from the final phase of starvation, most people die from infectious dis-
cases against which their bodies no longer have any defence,?” especially
it medication, heating material in winter and sanitary articles, like soap,
are in short supply.3®

It therefore goes without saying that shortages and especially hun-
ger were phenomena that very quickly began to influence people’s daily
lives. Since occupation during World War II affected up to 200 million
people,?® the numbers hit by shortages were very high. Furthermore,
compared to the case in peacetime, occupied societies are characterised
by important shifts in gender and age composition. Thus, men, espe-
cially of a certain age, were to a large degree absent—at the front, in
captivity, dead or away from home for labour-related reasons, especially
forced labour. Those struggling to cope with occupation were women,
children, and the elderly, at a much higher percentage than in peace-
time.*? Babies and small children were especially endangered by pre-
vailing scarcity, as were the elderly and sick. Marcel Junod of the Red
Cross observed in Athens, where the population was starving, that
women tended to go without food and keep what little there was for
their children.#!

Organising food was generally the task of women. Usually, their first
port of call was trying to find shops that sold products they were enti-
tled to according to their rations. However, as a result of German req-
uisitions, lower agricultural productivity, price controls and disruptions
in distribution, many shops were ill-supplied and goods could not be
bought without queueing for hours. Jacques Biélinky, describing the
French capital in September 1940, noted in his diary: “The queues are
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getting longer and longer and are overwhelming Paris’.#? In front of a
dairy where 60 small packs of butter were being distributed, he counted
350 people waiting in line.*3 Another entry, again from September 1940,
describes: ‘queues without end where potatoes are being sold. To buy
two and a half kilos one has to wait in line for more than three hours.
Totally exhausted women are sitting at the kerb’.#*

Since rations and what was being sold in shops were not sufficient
for survival, people had to look for other supply strategies. Hundreds
of thousands of people all over Europe had to resort to makeshift econ-
omies. To sustain their families and themselves they started to grow
vegetables and fruit wherever possible and used all kinds of preserv-
ing techniques. Ersatz (‘substitute’ in terms of materials and products)
was the word of the day. This applied to bread, in particular, which was
partly baked from surrogate ingredients such as corn flour, which was
legal in France but not liked, or rye, which people complained about in
the Protectorate, or from local traditional surrogates like chestnuts on
Crete.*

Hoarding, barter, and sometimes smuggling were other ways in which
people tried to cope with scarcity. Of great everyday importance was
the black market. The overall picture is that everyone used it, although
almost all condemned it. Accusations of black marketeering mirrored
social dynamics. Generally speaking, people in the cities blamed peasants,
workers blamed the rich and the old bourgeoisie blamed parvenu shop-
keepers.*® Wherever authorities had a hand in black market operations,
they were despised by the common people, a situation from which politi-
cal radicalism could grow, as occurred in Greece.*” Blaming ‘the Jews’
was the most widespread response at a time when they were surely the
weakest on the scene.*8

If women had nothing left to barter, some took to prostitution. Oral
history reports from Smolensk tell us that women, aware of the press-
ing situation, often looked at contacts between local women and German
soldiers with a degree of moral condemnation, but accepted it because
‘generally, you worked wherever you could’.*? The reaction of local men
was different. Recollections from the Smolensk countryside describe an
old custom being revived when a girl was caught with a German: ‘The
boys tied her skirt over her head, and she had to run home with the

bottom part of her body bare’.50
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CRIMINALISING SURVIVAL STRATEGIES

Local populations experienced the German occupation in many ways, not
just exploitation but also in the criminalisation of their makeshift econo-
mies, e.g., by restricting mobility. Travelling to the countryside to supply
oneself with agricultural products, therefore, became difficult or out-
right dangerous. In the occupied territories of the Soviet Union, German
authorities and their auxiliaries suspected people who were not registered
locally (so-called Ortsfremde) of being members of partisan movements.>!
Another way of criminalising makeshift economies was to limit all kinds
of trade to markets determined by the occupiers and severely punishing
any trading outside of these.>?> But not just marketplaces, the goods
that were allowed to be traded were limited as well. In Nizhyn (in the
Ukraine) the local Wehrmacht commander on 1 May 1942 prohibited the
sale of ‘meat (pork, beef, mutton, goat, poultry, etc.), fats, potatoes, pearl
barley, millet, flour, grain, milk, butter, cream, quark (i.e. milk curds),
eggs’.>® There was nothing much left to be sold and bought, and Nizhyn
was by no way an exception. In the Ukraine these restrictions hit a peas-
ant population which, compared to Soviet times, was locally better fed
due to the possibility of working in family gardens, but lived in constant
fear of German reprisals.>*

In their intention to restrict all kinds of transactions, German occu-
pation authorities even defined what was to be regarded as junk, and
therefore unfit for bartering. Punishment in case of infringement again
was severe, since the German authorities saw these transactions as smug-
gling or, as they put it as Schleichhandel, thereby indicating that they
suspected Jews of being involved. Regulations like these gave German
soldiers an even stronger position when going to the market place than
they already had; soldiers were present in shops and on markets every-
where in occupied Europe. Compared to local people they could afford
more and, due to financial manipulations in currency exchange rates,
their pay made shopping trips possible, all the more so when supple-
mented by further means from home. Furthermore, the German author-
ities intended to give soldiers, especially those arriving from the Eastern
front, a good time in France, and therefore offered to convert unspent
Russian roubles into francs on favourable terms.®® The same was true for
Belgium, where the Wehrmacht Logistics Department acknowledged
that enabling German soldiers to shop ‘led to a high degree to the sell-
out of the country’.5¢ The purchasing power of German soldiers was
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not limited to their pay. In those parts of occupied Europe where trade
was transacted by bartering, cigarettes, tobacco or alcohol were more
important than cash. The Wehrmacht gave soldiers access to these sub-
stitute currencies and last but not least, they could simply barter goods
they had confiscated.>”

As these examples show, soldiers were involved in the makeshift econ-
omies in occupied countries in many ways. They were customers on
restricted markets. They had higher purchasing power than the average
local population and had access to goods for barter, all because of their
army allowances and their power to confiscate. Given this situation, their
involvement in local markets caused prices to rise, to the disadvantage
of local customers. For local sellers, this could have a positive effect, but
doing business with German soldiers was always risky, since they could
criminalise transactions or simply confiscate goods they wanted to have
(especially in the East). Last but not least, soldiers were actively involved
in black market operations, whether small scale or big business, such as
when whole wagonloads found their way onto the black market, which
could hardly be done without their involvement, or the involvement of
those higher up in rank.58

OCCUPATION, SHORTAGES AND SOCIAL ORDER

Occupation caused shortages. Shortages in themselves had consequences
as far as the social order of occupied societies was concerned, since it put
these societies under severe social pressure. Hunger and severe scarcity
are often perceived as equalising forces within a society. In fact, rations
could blur social distinctions since they were usually higher for a per-
son doing heavy labour than for white-collar professionals. At the same
time, members of well-to-do households could afford more easily to buy
on the black market whereas (lower) middle-class families often found
themselves in between. Therefore, a supply system based on rations had
paradoxical consequences since its mechanisms caused social distinctions
within a society to become blurred and emphasised at the same time.
This can be shown by an example taken from the Netherlands. Here,
many working-class men were allocated higher rations than white-collar
people because they worked in heavy labouring jobs, but could use them
only partially or not at all since they often lacked the money to buy the
goods they were entitled to. This was especially true regarding meat or
fat. Therefore, working-class families often sold these ration coupons
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on the black market to people who were better off. They then spent the
money gained to buy potatoes on the black market, though potatoes
could usually be bought in shops as well. But, since these were ‘extra’,
they had no ration coupons for them. The longer the situation lasted,
the more annoyed those affected became: working-class families were not
actually starving, but often had to accept meals without meat and fat con-
sisting mostly of dry potatoes and bread baked with a high percentage of
substitutes like pulses. People from middle-class households were annoyed
because they were not entitled to rations that would allow them to main-
tain their standard of living and had to sell (some of their) property to
be able to shop on the black market. Less affected were well-off families
who could afford more easily to buy on the black market; they purchased
different goods from working-class people, and in different ways. Usually,
they bought everyday products in the shops and had high-calorie goods
such as fat, fish or cheese delivered to them by a trusted black marketeer.>®

These mechanisms of social pressure were not just experienced
in private contexts. In fact, disturbances of the traditional social set-
tings were visible in public. Queues, due to shortages—a phenomenon
all over occupied Europe—became a new social space of scarcity and
of attributing privilege in societies of shortage. Since only those at the
head of a queue had a real chance of buying the sought-after goods,
there were intense debates on who should have a right to these places.
In France, one way older men would lay claim to these privileged posi-
tions, was by showing their medals from World War I and highlighting
their merits in the name of the Fatherland. This, they demanded, jus-
tified their right to a place at the head of the queue when accompany-
ing their wives to do the shopping. Aside from generational issues, more
often it was established social hierarchies that were reversed in wartime
queues. In Marseilles, Italian women, normally from the lower stratum
of the working class, were said to have pushed to the front of queues
saying, ‘Priority to the victors’. In Brittany, women who cooked for the
Germans were given special rights to go to the head of queues. Since
these women, too, were usually poor, housewives from respectable fam-
ilies resented making way for them. After the war, these women were
quite frequently accused of ‘sleeping with the boches>—and had their
heads shaven for ‘collaboration” after liberation.%?

As scarcity put whole societies under pressure, people looked for
someone to blame. In particular, peasants were often confronted with
incompatible demands since the occupiers made them deliver much
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of their produce and punished offences severely, especially in occupied
Eastern Europe. At the same time, members of resistance movements
accused them of collaborating with the enemy and enraged city-dwellers
accused them of earning a fortune on the back of their misery by asking
unreasonably high prices. In fact, in rural Belarus and the Ukraine, con-
sumer goods like sewing machines arrived in villages for the first time
ever by way of bartering. Where scarcity turned to hunger, this freed up
social dynamics and fuelled armed resistance (e.g., in Greece), because
people believed that they might be better off within the resistance
movement. In the partisan regions of the Soviet Union, peasants in many
places tried to defend their produce from being taken by either the occu-
piers or the partisan units. As a consequence the local situation resem-
bled a civil war with everyone fighting amongst each other.6!

It is not only in settings disrupted by infighting or civil war that
enduring shortages and especially severe hunger have massive conse-
quences on how those affected perceive the social world they live in. For
some the solidarity within families and close circles of friends became
extremely important. Diaries, for example, tell of close personal ties
being confirmed in sharing the little food that was available.®> Where
starving became commonplace, such as in the ghettos or in those regions
of the Soviet Union and Greece where hunger was rife, time and again,
parents, especially mothers, starved themselves to death, giving the food
they could find to their children.%3

Since research on the social dynamics resulting from shortages and
hunger during World War II is still at its early stages, the frames of ref-
erence of those who had to handle scarcity are still something we know
very little about. Although the results so far show growing social ten-
sions within societies and ego documents emphasise the importance
of family structures and circles of close friends, the social world of
those concerned probably was not as restricted as it might seem at first
hand. Even for Soviet cities, where shortages and hunger were com-
mon features under occupation, there is more than episodic evidence
that women and children living near POW camps tried to help those
imprisoned. Their situation was disastrous. Of those imprisoned about
1.8 million died in the winter of 1941,/1942 alone, most from hunger
and disease. To help, women and children threw bread over the fences,
handed in parcels at the gates or hid food along paths used by labour
columns. Doing this was dangerous, since German guards were prepared
to shoot at women as well as children with fatal consequences.®*
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Examples like this beg such questions as: Why did these people do
what they did? Why did they risk their lives for men they did not know
by sharing their rations in times of shortage? One explanation is that they
seem to have shared the belief that if women and children all over the
occupied territories of the Soviet Union acted the same way they did,
their husbands, fathers, sons or brothers might have a chance to survive
as well.%> How many men indeed survived because of this is impossible
to tell. However, these episodes of helping let us catch a glimpse of the
abovementioned frames of reference. Women and children integrated
men they did not know personally into their ‘universe of obligations’.
Helen Fein coined this term to describe the circle of individuals and
groups toward whom obligations are owed, to whom rules apply, and
whose injuries call for amends.%®

Shortages and hunger put occupied societies under pressure with the
effect that social cohesion was affected. These effects had many facets:
growing class antagonism, turning to a family-structured world, but
also adapting social rules to living under occupation. This might include
a reframing of who belonged to one’s universe of obligations in the
light of the occupiers’ norms, regulations and institutions. Regarding
the Jewish populations, such a reframing indeed often happened. As
mentioned earlier, Jews had a very weak position when bartering or on
the black market. Prices and exchange rates in these situations tell their
own stories of social proximity or distance. Peasants usually asked much
higher prices from people they did not know than from those known
to them.%” The same is true when it came to bartering between Jews
and non-Jews. Barter, exchanging whatever possession they might still
have for food, was one of the few possibilities left for Jews in the ghet-
tos. Some Jews in occupied Poland who went into hiding with non-
Jews came to understand that they were bartering for their lives. If
they had no possessions left, they were in danger of being turned over
to the Polish gendarmerie, or killed by those they stayed with, mostly
with the help of fellow villagers.®® On black markets Jews were in very
weak positions as well—paying the highest prices and risking denuncia-
tion. In contrast, the authorities, especially in Western Europe, be they
domestic or German, might turn a blind eye when it came to non-Jews
knowing that, without the black market, people were not able to sur-
vive.%? Jews could not hope for such leniency; they were punished no
matter what.
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Black markets and barter are just two examples of spaces within the
economies of scarcity that had their own rules and morality, which peo-
ple had to learn to survive. They, much as queues in front of shops or
ration cards, represented contexts where the social order of occupied
societies materialised. This social order was not totally different from
pre-war times insofar as internal cleavages according to class, religion,
education, ethnicity, gender etc. prevailed. However, occupation as
shown with regard to exploitation and the resulting shortage categorised
and hierarchised 2// members of occupied societies and ascribed survival
chances to them according to the racist and utilitarian conceptions of
the occupiers. Jews found themselves at the bottom of these racist and
utilitarian hierarchies, which determined people’s survival chances, and
affected them severely even before mass murder began. Thereby, occu-
pation put the societies concerned under severe pressure. This in turn
freed up social dynamics that directly and indirectly influenced people’s
everyday lives, and set this period apart from pre-war and post-war times.
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PART II

Economies of Scarcity and “Ersatz” Sites

The exploitative policies and practices of the German occupiers forced
occupied people throughout Europe to adapt to a situation of short-
age and to develop new strategies for securing adequate provision. This
included the development of alternative or Ersatz sites, such as the black
market, or other sites in which various forms of recycling were con-
ducted. The black market, in particular, offered one of the few possi-
bilities for securing even the most basic of supplies. This part therefore
investigates the various sites of the makeshift economies which emerged
in occupied Europe during the war.
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was larger, the product range broader, the number of people involved
greater and the degree of transparency higher. Goods and services were
exchanged on the streets, in marketplaces, shops or restaurants and
the buyers and sellers were usually unknown to each other.® Poles and
Germans were not the only ones actively involved in the informal econ-
omy. Ukrainians and Belarusians, for example, also took part, although
we know comparatively little about them,* while the Jewish community
and the strategies they used (especially smuggling food into the ghettos)
would require a separate study.”

When Germany started the war, it had no definite economic plans for
the Polish lands. During and immediately after the military action, ordi-
nary robbery dominated, but as early as the autumn of 1939 the basic
principles of an economic policy were defined for the various incorpo-
rated lands and the GG. However, one principle was common and distin-
guished the Polish lands from the occupied countries of the West—if the
economy was exploited in the latter, in the former it was ruthlessly pil-
laged.® Although the GG acquired ‘only’ one third of Polish assets, the
occupation structures’ struggle to secure this was just as fierce as in the
lands incorporated into the Reich, where 99% of Polish and Jewish eco-
nomic potential was confiscated. The ‘colonial’ nature of the GG was the
deciding factor; it left a much wider margin for independent economic
initiatives, which were not necessarily tolerated in the Reich. The GG’s
administrative and police apparatus was also much more corrupt.

The GG was initially treated as a source of raw materials, food and
labour: industrial production units were closed or their equipment
removed and taken away. However, with the war with the USSR on one
side and the intensification of the Allied air raids on the other, factories
were established in the ‘safer’ Polish territories. About 100 companies
were relocated from the Reich and pre-1939 investments were com-
pleted. The development of war production in the GG was justified by
low costs. More was ‘exported’ to the Reich from the occupied areas
than ‘imported’ from it. The Reich also fell into debt, and defrayed using
local currency instead of gold or foreign exchange. The more the occu-
pants exported, the more local banknotes were produced. So, of the
11.5 billion zloty issued by the Bank Emisyjny w Polsce [Issuing Bank in
Poland] which operated from April 1940 onwards, 9.5 billion was Reich
debt! To avoid the obvious result of such a situation, hyperinflation,
wages and prices were frozen at pre-war levels, which of course shaped
the black market.”
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In parallel with the development of industrial production, agriculture
was also increasingly exploited in the GG. At the turn of 1942 and 1943
the burden imposed on the countryside was radically increased. Peasants
were threatened with a whole range of penalties for non-compliance with
‘quotas’, including deportation to a concentration camp. It is therefore
no surprise that in 1943 the General Governor Hans Frank was able to
boast that 60-68% of food supplied to the Reich came from the East,
‘from the Baltic to the Black Sea’. The degree of exploitation was only
made possible by introducing a system of distribution for non-Germans
which was an absolute socioeconomic fiction, to the extent that from
the first months of the occupation, living exclusively on official rations,
even assuming their full availability, was simply physically impossible. In
Krakow, for example, the calorific value of rations (when the required
average established in 1932 by the Expert Committee of the League of
Nations was 2400 kcal) was as shown in Table 1.

Rations for Poles, not to mention Jews, in the GG were several
times smaller than for Germans (who also received salaries that were
many times higher, allowing them to purchase goods on the free
market) (Table 2). The quality and range of regulated products were
incomparable. Poles could only dream of buying fruit, sweets, poul-
try, fish or industrial goods at the official prices. It is also no surprise
that receiving even a small meat or sugar ration was recorded in diaries

Table 1 Average daily calorific value of rations (kcal) in Krakow 1940-1944

Year Average daily calorific value of rations

Person not in employment — Person working in o
public institution

1940 580 617
1941 736 1233
1942 644 1548
1943 675 923
1944 909 909
Source Stanistaw Smolinski, Przyczynek do zagadnienia wyzywienia miejskiej ludnosci polskiej w b.

Generalnym Gubernatorstwic na tle dwezesnych warunkéw pracy i placy [Contribution to the Issue
of Municipal Catering for the Polish Population in the General Government in the Context of
Contemporary Working Conditions and Wages], Rocznik Akademii Handlowej w Poznanin za 7.
1949/50 [Yearbook of the Academy of Economics in Poznan 1949 /50] (Poznaf, n.p., 1950), 21
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Table 2 Annual rations

of selected foodstuffs Poles Germans
(kg) for Poles and Potatoes 90.0 Unlimited
Germans under the GG Flour 47 12.0
in 1942 Sugar 2.5 12.8
Eggs (units) 25 176
Butter - 13
Cheese - 16
Meat 4.1 38.4

Source Walczak, Walka, 25

during the occupation as a significant event.? It is estimated that under
the GG the ration card covered the following proportion of the Polish
population’s nutritional needs: protein 23.9%, fat 4.1% and carbohy-
drates 30.1%.°

The supply of fuel or industrial goods, especially clothing and foot-
wear, was even worse. Even having a Bezugschein (‘ration coupon’) did
not in fact guarantee purchase. Furthermore, Polish merchants usually
only received any official assignments of textiles if they were able to pay
high bribes to German distribution institutions, and these costs were
then passed on to customers.!? The same was true for tobacco and alco-
hol, which were exempted from regulation and subject to a German
monopoly.

Literary historian Kazimierz Wyka, who survived the war in
Krzeszowice near Krakow, wrote in 1945: ‘During the war I did not
legally consume as much as one gram of lard, one drop of milk, one
slice of sausage. Yet quite a lot of such foods came my way — and there
were millions like me. ... [Just] During the winter of 193940, the pop-
ulation under the General Government faced a simple dilemma: to eat
only what was permitted and die of hunger, or — somehow to make do.
Naturally no one seriously entertained the first alternative, so the only
important question was: how to survive despite the requintion. Each social
class responded differently to that “how”, with different conduct and
collective reactions’.!!

The illegal market, to which Polish society owes its biological sur-
vival, was enabled both by the enormous corruption of the German
authorities and their inability to control implementation of the mass of
rules and regulations, which were usually fortified with high penalties.
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This draconian system of regulations and prohibitions, designed to pro-
tect against free market activity, paradoxically allowed it to prosper. Even
the most severe sanctions were not able to instil real respect for the occu-
pation law. On the one hand, illegal slaughtering or brewing was pun-
ished even by death but, on the other, these activities were extremely
lucrative, and checking every pigsty, shed and road was beyond the occu-
piers’ capabilities.!?

The risk associated with involvement in the black market was one of
the reasons for the high prices on it, which were usually several times
greater than the official ones (Table 3). The trend in free market prices
was steadily upward, with a few sharp shocks triggered by the Soviet—
German war in 1941, then at the turn of 1942 /1943 as a result of
the increased burden on the countryside and police action related to
so-called crop protection, which included a ban on the transportation
of agricultural products and foodstuffs, and finally from the summer of

Table 3 Official and (average) prices of selected foodstuffs and manufactured
goods on the free market under the GG in 1941-1944 (in zloty)?

1941 1942 1943 1944
Officinl ~ Free Officinl  Free Official Free Official ~ Free
market market market market
Rye bread 0.50 5.99 0.51 8.0 0.61 9.03 0.63 7.32

(kg)
Wheat flour 0.75  10.88 071 1585 082 2082 083 19.16

(kg)

Lard (kg) 3.35 28.10 324  68.74 356 144.32 4.34 14049
Sugar (kg) 1.65 15.64 1.67 4193 1.73 74.40 1.80 76.24
Vodka (litre) 7.98 39.14 9.29 100.89 10.78 137.63 11.38 130.06
Coal 8.66 44.27 9.06  66.10 8.61 79.83 9.61 75.42
(100 kg)

Men’s cloth- 263.15  952.19 2234 1560 231.7  3672.00 215.00 5846.68
ing (set)

Men’s shoes 43.10 235.8 43.12 348.1 46.56 7834 43.64 1211.00
(pair)

Source Luczak, Politykn, 418—421

Prices are averaged; the cost of individual articles could differ radically in Warsaw, Krakow and Lviv.
Typically, the prices were highest in Warsaw: whereas a ton of coal cost 300-350 zloty in Krakow, the
Warsaw price was 1000 zloty. (Franciszek Skalniak, Bank Emisyjny w Polsce 1939-1945 [The Issuing
Bank in Poland, 1939-1945] (Warsaw: Panstwowe Wydawnictwo Ekonomiczne,1966), 141.)
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1944 when the front cut off part of the GG’s agricultural base.!3 At the
same time, it must be remembered that official salaries had been frozen
at the pre-war level (and sometimes even lower). Introduction of a new
wage table for the Polish population at the beginning of 1943 was of no
practical significance.

THE Brack MARKET UNDER THE GG: PoLISH INVOLVEMENT

In the countryside both peasant farms and landowner estates profited,
a large proportion of which remained in the hands of their former
owners under the GG, who relinquished control. In order to main-
tain production the occupiers sought to improve agriculture, supply-
ing the rural market (up to 1943) with equipment, fertilisers, seed
and livestock. Farms, not only large-scale ones, could afford such
purchases because price scissors were favourable for agricultural prod-
ucts. Thus, provisioning difficulties in cities increased faster than the
burden on the countryside. In no small part due to natural manage-
ment methods, its defence mechanisms worked more smoothly than
in modern Western European agriculture. While universal impover-
ishment was a fact in the cities, a significant proportion of the rural
population felt the tangible benefits of price rises on the black mar-
ket.* The Polish economist Tadeusz Nowacki, who worked for the
Exile government’s Ministry of Information during the war, wrote in
1945: ‘The Polish farmer waged a quiet but determined war against
the forces of occupation. The weapons he used in the war were,
above all, extraordinary cleverness and the ability to exploit the weak-
nesses of the German occupiers. ... He took every opportunity, every
hailstorm, every frosty night, every real or imagined plunder by the
partisans ... to show that his harvest was significantly smaller than he
had expected’.1?

The rural suppliers of large cities prospered most. For instance, each
of the towns around Warsaw specialised in a different aspect of the black
market: Karczew provided meat called Prosiakéw (‘Pigsville’) for some
reason; Jablonna and Legionowo provided moonshine; Rembertow
provided tobacco; and Piaseczno, Goéra Kalwaria and Grojec provided
flour.'® Tt was no coincidence that these towns situated along the access
narrow gauge railways to Warsaw, which were more gently controlled
by the occupiers, supported by Polish crews and used mainly by Poles.
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The transter methods were based on the experience gained during the
previous German occupation (1915-1918). It is worth mentioning that
this was when the terms ‘smuggling’ and ‘smuggler’ were adopted to
describe this transfer and the people who brought the butter or meat to
town. As the number of people involved in illegal trade increased and it
became professionalised (with the improvement of transfer and distribu-
tion methods and the establishment of illegal ‘wholesalers’), the inhabit-
ants of large cities, especially Warsaw, ‘explored” more and more distant
areas, resulting in higher prices. The countryside was also looking for
better-paying, although sometimes more distant markets.!”

Like everywhere else in occupied Europe, the GG also experi-
enced a massive redistribution of assets—money, gold, foreign cur-
rency, jewellery, furniture, carpets and clothes all flowed from cities to
the countryside. ‘The countryside has now achieved a very high level of
prosperity, exceeding records stretching back a very long time’, the Exile
Government Delegation for Poland representative noted in 1944. “This
prosperity is expressed not only in nutrition and clothing, but above all in
the accumulation of construction materials (wood, blocks) the increased
quantity and improved state of farm equipment, harnesses, vehicles and
especially the record number of people owning farm machinery’.!® The
main beneficiaries of the economic situation however were the wealthier
peasants, who were easily able—mainly through corruption—to reach an
understanding with German and Polish officials and police officers.!”

However, even poorer peasants were better provided for than aver-
age urban dwellers, who were most affected by frozen wages, unemploy-
ment and starvation rations. While the wealthier peasants were better oft
in the countryside, in the cities the intelligentsia—alongside the major-
ity of the petty bourgeoisie—was in a privileged position. On the one
hand, the vast majority of them were instantly deprived of their liveli-
hood, and the wages of those who kept working were frozen at pre-war
levels and soon ceased to cover the financial necessities for survival. On
the other hand, despite being a social group more exposed to political
repression than workers, they were also better off. They often possessed
assets, both movable and fixed (e.g., a shop, restaurant or workshop),
which they could sell, exchange or invest in a venture in order to provide
for themselves during the occupation. In addition, they had the intel-
lectual resources to analyse the situation and find the most rational way
around it.2% They were also better placed in social networks, both domes-
tic and even international. Help from friends and relatives in neutral
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countries—Sweden, Switzerland and Portugal (or, via these countries,
also from the UK or, from the end of 1941, the USA)—was an impor-
tant source of support for the intelligentsia, because articles received in
packages, especially sardines, coffee and tea, were a huge source of sup-
plies for the unofficial market.

The most common strategy was selling off jewellery, clothing, fur-
niture or works of art, or exchanging them in the countryside for food
products. The wealthiest or most resourceful tried to survive on trade
and brokering from the very beginning of the occupation. As early as
November 1939 the Warsaw writer Zofia Natkowska wrote that ‘No-one
earns any money, everybody wants to sell something, set up shop,
trade’.! At the end of 1939, she used connections (natural to some-
one with her status) to get herself a tobacco shop concession. When
it became obvious that the occupation was not going to be a tempo-
rary phenomenon, people started looking for permanent jobs, often as
labourers or by establishing (il)legitimate small businesses—shops, bars
or workshops. In all cases, this meant heavy involvement in the illegal
market, whether for supply or product distribution channels. There were
more restaurants, cafes and bars on the ‘Polish’ side in Warsaw at the
beginning of the 1940s than there had been in the whole city before the
war.?? It is also estimated that there were about five thousand illegal,
mostly family producers in the city—making alcohol, food, oil, textile
articles, leather goods, household appliances, furniture and cosmetics.?3
Characteristically, this illegal production was ‘conducted in a completely
irrational way, in private apartments, for example making fabric by hand
in small workshops, preparing tobacco and making cigarettes, ... labo-
ratory fabrication of certain chemical and pharmaceutical products,
primitive leather tanning and so on. Interestingly this primitive organi-
sation did not always go hand in hand with primitive techniques; on the
contrary, the methods were sometimes ingenious and subtle, yielding a
high-quality product’.?*

The less wealthy became unofficial brokers, often in a triangle
between Poles, Jews and Germans, in very different combinations. The
sellers could be anyone, the buyers Germans and Poles, turning the prof-
its of illegal operations or corruption into items of lasting value (gold,
foreign currency, works of art or real estate). This type of exchange
could not be conducted using the usual tools that regulate trade, such
as marketing, advertisements, high turnover and storage volumes. All
this honed a system in which people looking for a particular product
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‘let their friends know what they were looking for, and the person with
goods for sale did the same. Since everybody feverishly sought to take
part in some sort of illegal transaction, over time a peculiar system of
exchanging offers and information developed, and it was usually possible
to establish a link between the buyer and the seller quite quickly, but as
a rule with the help of numerous go-betweens, who all took their cut’.2%
As the methods of the unofficial occupation economy improved, these
brokers became professionalised and increasingly frequently this became
somehow their ‘job’ alongside or instead of official work.2® An occupa-
tion joke, noted on 1 August 1942 in Krakow, illustrated the need for
at least some family members to do so well: ‘Another street joke: “What
do you live oft? Well, I work and earn 200 zloty, my daughter works and
also earns 300 zloty per month, and our unemployed son actually keeps
us”—(from his dealings on the black market)’.?”

Members of the intelligentsia were also typically involved in the illegal
exchange of currencies and gold. Although the penalty was a concentra-
tion camp or even death, there was no shortage of people willing to par-
ticipate in it as a buyer, seller or broker. It should come as no surprise
that this part of the black market flourished, as valuables that were easy
to hide or carry suddenly gained enormous significance, and the major-
ity of large private transactions during the occupation were performed
in hard currency. Those who had it also had a greater chance of survival.
For instance, paying for a hiding place on the so-called Aryan side, usu-
ally in gold or US dollars, was often how people saved themselves from
being murdered. The black market for currency exchange professional-
ised rapidly too, creating its own language, areas of operation, and secu-
rity and rate information systems. Characteristically, the exchange rates
for dollars and gold coins were common knowledge. A typical case is that
of the Warsaw pensioner, Franciszek Wyszynski, who supplemented his
starvation pension with trade in gold and securities—a note on their cur-
rent rates started virtually every entry in his diary. He was by no means
unique.?8

One really exceptional figure was an ordinary janitor in the Warsaw
courts, who bought a plot in exclusive Podkowa Le$na on the outskirts
of the city from the well-known writer Jarostaw Iwaszkiewicz in February
1941. ‘After signing the documents — what a surprise’, the author noted,
‘my janitor asks me for dinner at his place. ... dinner ... is splendid: the
herrings as hors d’oeuvres with vodka, then red borscht with dumplings,
roast turkey and compote. Black coffee ¢o ipso, and this is now a rarity.
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It’s been a long time since I’ve drunk it at home’.2? The janitor was able
to take advantage of the situation—the courts where he worked were in
fact one of the most important illegal links between the ghetto and the
Polish side. It usually took a high bribe to pass from one to the other,
and although the Jewish district had existed for only a few months, he
could afford an expensive investment. At the same time, the vast majority
of manual workers, especially in factories, faced the question not of what
to invest in, but simply how to survive the next day.

As mentioned above, the average working-class family was worse off
than the intelligentsia. They did not have assets or savings, and their
social capital was less effective. They were subject to more rigorous con-
trol in the workplace than white-collar workers, while their wages were
just as low—in 1941 these covered barely 10% of the essential outgoings
of a working-class family. In 1942, food obtained from the legal mar-
ket was about 25% of the pre-war worker’s standard consumption, while
real wages, taking into account the free market which was needed to sup-
plement their resources, stood at 5% of pre-war levels.3? The situation
which working-class families faced was well characterised by the most
serious of the underground papers, Biuletyn Informacyjny (‘Information
Bulletin’). ‘Starvation wages and terrible poverty mean there is only one
way to survive: every single member of the working class family must
earn money at all costs. Old people, mothers, wives, the sick and lame,
even the youngest children. Everyone! Earn money in every possible
way, grab every opportunity. And if there is no way of earning it — steal!
Steal coal, wood, potatoes — because otherwise you will die of hunger’
(original emphasis).3!

Since male factory workers were subject to strict controls, it was
mainly unemployed women from working-class families who were
engaged in smuggling food from the countryside, usually by pub-
lic transport and thus in small quantities. They would allocate a part
for their own consumption, redistribute a portion to others and
sometimes—risking more—they would deliver food for trade to ghet-
tos. A fairly clear picture emerges from the surviving police reports on
smuggling to the Warsaw ghetto during the first half of 1942. Large-
scale smuggling was the preserve of specialist ‘wholesalers’ with resources
such as a means of transport. In contrast, a large proportion of the
‘retailers” who smuggled small amounts of grain or a few bottles of beer
(usually taking old clothes back to the other side) lived in working-class
neighbourhoods and suburbs.3? For men to be involved in excursions
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for food, they needed to work with the Polish administrative staft of
factories who could mark absent workers as oft sick, for example. They
did not do this pro bomo—usually they got the products brought in by
their subordinates, or bought them cheaply. As a result, in some indus-
trial plants, including munitions factories, worker absence rates even
reached 30%.33

Even at the beginning of the occupation the productivity of literally
starving workers plummeted by up to 70%, even threatening to halt
production. Attempts to terrify workers into increasing productivity
failed. Employers, both German and Polish, had to resort to methods
to maintain production that radically diverged from the occupation law.
To circumvent the ban on raising wages, facility managers supplemented
them with produced goods, in the knowledge that they would end up
on the black market. Employees were given payments which were not
included in the salary. Food (less often, fuel and clothing) bought on the
black market was sold to them at official prices or even simply handed
out. Sometimes this assistance exceeded the value of the paid wages. For
instance, in May 1941, in one of the Warsaw factories workers were paid
90,000 zloty a month, while the cost of the bread and soup distributed
to them was worth about 100,000.3* Polish companies (and a not insig-
nificant proportion of the German ones) were forced to be creative with
their accounting and keep two sets of books. “The company paid taxes
as well as the costs of officially supplied raw material and wages from the
first, and the second one was for goods purchased “on the side”, bribes
and sometimes supplements to remuneration for work, which, however,
did not bear any relation to the actual profits. Receipts for payment for
goods delivered officially went into one, while the other was for goods
on the black market’.3%

The primary source of extra income for workers was stealing raw mate-
rials, finished products, coal, tobacco, leather, textiles and so on, which
usually ended up on the illegal market (according to a 1944 estimate,
up to 40% of goods consumed at that time may have been originally sto-
len). Other sources included illegal production in their own workplaces
and profitable additional employment, such as in illegal workshops where
they could count on making as much as ten to twelve times more than
in their regular jobs. In 1943, German specialists in the GG estimated
that a third of all workers worked four hours a day in illegal industry
on factory machines and using factory raw materials.3® Raw materials
and tools taken from the factory were also used for production in the



38  J. KOCHANOWSKI

abovementioned illegal workshops. Young people (sometimes children!)
of worker families had a specialist field of their own—stealing from
German rail transports. They stole cereal, canned goods, textiles, foot-
wear, coal, military equipment and even live animals. This was profitable,
although extremely dangerous. A surviving Babnschutzpolizei (‘Railway
Protection Police’) report for just one month (February 1944) in the
Warsaw district alone recorded at least 22 dead and 14 seriously injured
(including a ten-year-old girl).3”

TuaE Brack MARKET UNDER THE GQG: GERMAN
INVOLVEMENT

Wehrmacht soldiers were also among those detained for stealing from
railway transports.3® Paradoxical as it may seem, the black market would
never have reached the level of penetration that it achieved under the GG
without the active participation of Germans, from rank-and-file gendarmes
to high officials of the occupation authorities. On the one hand, unoffi-
cial trade solved a significant proportion of daily supply problems. As the
Governor of the Warsaw district, Ludwig Fischer, wrote in May 1944:
‘Fighting illicit trade is one of the most important tasks of the General
Government administration, apart from the small-scale so-called illicit
trade conducted by individuals to meet their most vital needs’.3? In fact,
such trade was also combated, for example, through police vigilance and
activity as well as during ‘crop protection actions’—mentioned above—
when the city was surrounded by a tight cordon, which caused prices to
soar. Examples of the results of police actions are shown in Table 4.

The modest difference between the districts of Warsaw and Krakow
is striking, especially since the latter (particularly the city of Warsaw) was
not only much more populous, but also the centre of illicit trade. This
indicates both how the ‘capital’ of Krakow was saturated with the armed
and police forces, and also how the level of corruption would allow a
Polish dealer or bar owner to reach an understanding with a German
police officer or administrative official. Kazimierz Wyka wrote: ‘The
Germans turned out to be fantastic bribe-takers. Everyone was on the
take, from petty officials up to Nazi Party bigwigs. The system of brib-
ery quickly evolved into a kind of contract, unwritten but mutually hon-
oured. A pork butcher, baker or miller who paid regularly was not “done
dirty”. Bribery quickly became the cover that shielded our economic life
from the crushing system’.#? Of course the economic risk was inversely
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Table 4 Summary of the charges, arrests and penalties for profiteering issued
in Krakow, Warsaw, Radom, Lublin and Galicia between 1 April 1941 and 31
March 1942

District Charges  Arvests  Penalties

Number — Amount in zloty
from 1 July 1942

Krakow 16,414 4017 56,651 926,757.83
Warsaw  City 4435 3838 18,875 200,540.00
Countryside 7759 607 41,783 571,421.50
Radom 7987 665 20,675 284,520.13
Lublin 6302 862 35,260 662,482.00
Galicia 2667 422 13,349 From 15 September 1941
320,020.30
Total 45,564 10,411 2,965,741.76

Source Archiwum Akt Nowych, Rzad GG [Archive of Modern Records, Government of GG], 1150, 171

proportionate to the amount of capital one possessed: a small black
marketeer caught with bacon or moonlight alcohol generally would end
up in a concentration camp, while the wholesaler transporting entire
wagon loads of goods was protected by the sheer size of the fraud, and,
of course, by the number of interested, but silent, parties.

On 3 September 1942, the SS and police commander in the GG issued
an ordinance aiming to give police officers personal interest in prosecut-
ing illegal trade: they could now purchase 10% of the confiscated food
at official prices.#! It is difficult to say whether this actually encouraged
stricter control, but it certainly made it possible to legitimise goods
seized privately and bribes or purchases on the free market, whether these
were used for personal consumption or sent in food parcels to Germany.
It was not difficult to get the occupiers to pay high black market rates.
Corruption and their own trading activity brought enormous income
in the currency of the GG, and the exchange rate of the German mark
was hugely profitable—in theory one Reichsmark bought two zloty, but
by 1942 the rate was already 1:10. This increased purchasing power so
greatly that Germans stationed in the GG often asked to be sent marks.*?

It is no wonder that Polish newspapers from the occupation years
reported extensively on German soldiers’ involvement in black mar-
ket operations. Zygmunt Klukowski, a doctor from Szczebrzeszyn in
the Zamo$¢ region, visited Warsaw in September 1941. He noted:
“There are whole markets near the barracks where soldiers can buy not
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only, as before, some items stolen from the occupied territories such as
coffee, tea, underwear, jewellery, rugs or gramophones, but also indi-
vidual pieces of military equipment such as blankets, coats, waterproof
capes, bikes and even guns. All for a song....”*3 ‘Yesterday I witnessed’, a
Krakow archivist wrote a year later, ‘how ... a German soldier bought 2
kilos of butter for 95 zloty and ordered 13 kilos of flour and lard, all at
profiteering prices, and explained that he needed these things because he
was going on leave next week and was taking them to his family in the
Reich. He pulled some children’s clothes out of his case, women’s com-
binations and duds like that which he wanted to sell’.**

These descriptions indicate both the scale of purchases and the
peculiar nature of ‘cross-border brokering’. Sales of the spoils from
France and the USSR brought down prices the German soldiers or
GG officials were prepared to pay, while at the same time draining the
market and contributing to higher prices. As Witold Kula, economic his-
torian and acute observer of everyday life under occupation, commented:
‘A German soldier selling ... silk stockings stolen in France and buying
sugar and bacon in return — strengthened our luxury market and weak-
ened the market for necessities. Germans buying any article whatsoever
on the illicit market meant a new injection of means of payment into the
market but also reduced the quantity of goods, which ultimately had to
be reflected in rising prices for necessities’.*>

It is worth making a small digression at this point. German soldiers
were not the only group engaged in the cross-border exchange of goods
in war-torn Europe. This was also done on an (arguably) enormous scale
by Polish workers freely employed by the Wehrmacht, Luftwafte or pri-
vate companies. They used these institutions’ regulations creatively to
transfer food, alcohol and luxury goods from Minsk to Paris and from
Finland to Italy. The scale of the phenomenon is confirmed both by the
memoirs of Polish citizens (Jézef Makowski and Leopold Tyrmand)*¢
as well as by the case of Spaniard Marian Sanchez, who worked in the
Warsaw garages requisitioned by the Luftwaffe at the end of 1942, and
‘received a pass from the Germans, with which he travelled several times
to Paris ..., where he ... bought a variety of assorted materials he then
showed in Warsaw’.#” The phenomenon is still waiting for its historian.

The German activity described above corresponded to the level of
retail sales by the Warsaw workers. Yet there were also large-scale ‘whole-
salers” among the occupiers, effectively exploiting the ‘colonial’ charac-
ter of the GG and its inviolability (which sometimes turned out to be
limited). Huge quantities of raw materials, building materials, coal and
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food disappeared from German warehouses and factories, flowing into
the black market.*8 It is difficult to determine the scale, because we only
know about cases that ended up in court. But, they can give us some
idea. One of the leaders of the Warsaw gasworks sold about a thousand
tons of coke destined for Germans living in Warsaw on the black mar-
ket. Following the disclosure of petrol scams by the commander of the
Warsaw machinery site, Molzick, the price of fuel on the black market
quickly jumped from seven or eight to 20 zloty per litre.* Conversely,
when in March 1943, ‘some National Socialist idealist’ ordered—in
accordance with the regulations—that the several tons of coftee remain-
ing from pre-war stocks be given to military hospitals, it immediately
made its way onto the free market, causing a drop in prices from 2000 to
1600 zloty per kilo.>® Surprising items sometimes came into circulation.
In May 1943, Warsaw was ‘flooded” with living turtles, as several cart-
loads were bought from German guards.

Regulation of raw materials forced workplace owners and asset managers
to make a choice—either to stop production, or to seek out supplies on
the black market. Usually they chose the second solution.?! This sometimes
led to paradoxical situations; for example, in Kielce’s Granat (‘Grenade’)
Munitions Plant, acquired by Hugo Schneider AG (then known as Hasag),
supply was so problematic that, in 1942, steel was even bought on the
black market at several times the official price. Also, in January 1942 they
bought several tons of steel, although they knew that it was stolen from the
not-too-distant Starachowice Plant, which was also under German man-
agement.>? This did not so much have legal as economic consequences—
higher expenditure had to be balanced, usually by selling part of the output
on the unregulated free market, and at much higher prices.

The most characteristic phenomenon, however, was recorded sev-
eral times in 1943-1944; namely, the sale of alcohol produced by the
German General Directorate Monopoly at black market prices.>® This
was motivated by the homoeopathic principle similia similibus curan-
tur (‘like cures like”). Hermann Senkowsky, the director of the General
Directorate Monopoly, wrote in mid-May 1944 to the governor of the
Warsaw district, Fischer, explaining the sale of about 500,000 litres of
hard alcohol: ‘This action is an attempt, on the one hand, to take the
financial wind out of the sails of illicit trade, and redirect the funds into
the state coffers, and on the other, to combat illicit distilling or the dis-
tribution of potable spirits made from illicitly distilled alcohol’.>* Fisher’s
answer was unequivocal: ‘The sale of potable spirits at prices which far

exceed the legal maximum is completely unacceptable’.>®
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ASSESSMENT AND LLEGACY

An unambiguous evaluation of the black market during the occu-
pation is not possible. There is no doubt that the black market under
the GG exceeded the limits usually designated for ‘illegal economies’.
It became simply an economy, however, as Kazimierz Wyka wrote: ‘an
economy morally excluded, separated from the state and society as a
whole’.>® Undoubtedly, it enabled survival by protecting people from
cold and hunger. It was extraordinarily lively: there were no goods
or services which you could not buy from or sell on it (including lice
offered to soldiers, guaranteeing a two-week quarantine and extension of
their leave).>” The average cheap Polish bar (boozer) in Warsaw offered
a menu difficult to imagine even in upmarket restaurants in Berlin or
Paris.>® But these were only appearances and there is also the other side
of the coin. The black market was far from being a charitable activity. It
punished the poor and rewarded the brave, the dynamic and the ruthless.
It made people rich or poor. It was kind to those who had no qualms
about taking advantage of the situation or decided to collaborate with
the occupier. Contemporaries were ambivalent about the black market.
The Polish clandestine press, for instance, was full of warnings about
store owners raising prices. The underground propaganda created a pic-
ture of a typical black market shark, unfeeling towards his compatriots
while closely cooperating with the occupiers. It was feared that the black
market was going to have a negative moral impact on the functioning of
society after the war and indeed these fears proved to be well founded.
‘New kinds of enterprises emerged’, wrote sociologist Jan Szczepanski,
‘run by people from different social classes without professional qualifica-
tions. It was a particular kind of small manufacture functioning usually in
collision with the current law, all kinds of “shady businesses”, which dis-
regarded the regulations, bribed the German authorities and focused on
quick profit. New business models appeared at that time and stayed after
the war’.5? The joke cited from the diary of Krakow pensioner Edward
Kubalski, recounted years later, has lost none of its relevance.%?
Furthermore, the Polish economic reality of the more than four post-
war decades (somewhat) resembled the occupation period. ‘Only now
are we paying the price for the occupation’ warned Kazimierz Wyka in
1945. Forty-six years later, American anthropologist Janine Wedel wrote:
‘When I first read Wyka’s prescient article, I was impressed with the
parallels between wartime occupation and Communist omnipresence.



BLACK MARKET IN THE GENERAL GOVERNMENT 1939-1945 ... 43

... Forty years after Wyka depicted the “social fiction” of an economy
“excluded” from and functioning contrary to both the moral fabric of
society and the commands of its formidable rulers, Polish observers of
the 1980s have drawn an extraordinarily similar picture’.6! That, how-
ever, is a matter for another article.
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the occupiers and chronicles the absolute poverty of the villagers.!
Depletion of livestock and insufficient food supply were explained
only in terms of taxation and confiscations by the occupying author-
ities. Partisan requisitions were not even mentioned. In fact, the lat-
est edition of the History of Belarus continued the tradition of Soviet
historiography, which prioritised the theme of heroic resistance to the
occupiers.

A different picture of everyday life during the war is presented in the
work of Yuri Turinak, a researcher from Warsaw, in his book Berapycs
nao nameyxau axynayviai (Belavus under German Occupation) (Warsaw,
1991). The author used documents from German archives, German
and Belarusian periodicals, memoirs of the political leaders of that time
as well as further sources in order to examine the situation in Eastern
Belarus, which was in the area under military rule, and, separately, ter-
ritories in the General District of Belarus. Yuri Turonak noted that,
until 1943, the financial situation of the rural population in the General
District was better than in Eastern Belarus, first of all because the region
was still facing the consequences of pre-war mass collectivisation. In
contrast to this, the private sector was prevalent in Western Belarus and
German requisitions there were not devastating. In fact, even some signs
of market mechanisms can be observed as the villagers were able to
sell most of their agricultural products.? However, when punitive anti-
partisan operations began, the position of the villages changed dramati-
cally. Mass killings and deportations devastated the region and an urgent
problem with food arose.?

The question of supplying the Belarusian population with food was
also raised by German historian Bernhard Chiari in his study of everyday
life during the occupation.* Based on reports by the heads of the local
German administration, he wrote about a large number of people suffer-
ing from hunger after the winter of 1942, and commented on the lack
of bread, potatoes, livestock, agricultural equipment and other everyday
goods. The author argues that one of the main reasons for food short-
ages in the Belarusian villages was the unresolved land issue.

It should be noted that the studies of B. Chiari and Y. Turonak ana-
lyse the question of food provisions mainly on the basis of statistical data,
which give information on, among other issues, the size of family land
parcels and quantity of livestock, as well as on the obligatory food deliv-
eries to the German authorities.
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In order to make an in-depth analysis of the nutritional problems
we should consult other sources—in particular, oral history. The inter-
net project Belarusian Oral History Archive contains around 700 oral
memoires, which are the result of field trips carried out between 2011
and 2014, and there are also collections of interviews assembled by
Belarusian historians and ethnographers at the turn of the twentieth
and twenty first centuries. The interviews mostly contain autobiograph-
ical accounts of elderly residents from Belarusian villages. Many of the
interviewees, in recalling the period of German occupation, comment on
the food situation as well; so, we can use these recollections to try to
answer the following questions: How serious was the problem of food
supply in the Belarusian villages during the German occupation? What
was the greatest concern among those tasked with providing themselves
and their families with food? What were the main strategies for survival?

In analysing the respondents’ memories of events during World War
11, we should apply the concepts of ‘cultural’ and ‘communicative mem-
ory’ proposed by Aleida and Jan Assmann. Cultural memory, especially
in the post-Communist regions, is largely determined by ‘historical pol-
itics’, whereby political authorities aim to promote a certain interpreta-
tion of history dominating in that society through the use of particular
wording. To this end administrative and financial capabilities of the state
are widely used. According to Jan Assmann the basis of communicative
memory is an oral tradition or a kind of ‘living memory’ that usually
lasts for three generations (grandparents—parents—children). It is com-
municative memory that has become the main object of interest for oral
historians.

In the Belarusian case there is a huge discrepancy between history
and historical policy, which strongly affected cultural memory and com-
municative memory. It should be acknowledged that Belarusian society
has been subjected for decades to a version of history that older gener-
ations (parents and grandparents) have never experienced. This directly
concerns the interpretation of the most important events of twentieth-
century Belarusian history including World War II.

We will consider the problem of food supply and hunger in the
Belarusian villages on the basis of the oral memories collected dur-
ing fieldwork in 2011 and 2014 in the south of Belarus (the Brest
and Gomel regions), as well as the central western regions (Minsk
and Hrodna) and the northwest of Belarus (the Vitebsk region).
During World War II, these represented regions situated in different
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administrative divisions. Most of the respondents were women born in
the 1920s and mid-1930s, who attended Soviet (Eastern Belarus/BSSR)
or Polish (Western Belarus) primary schools. During the occupation,
many of the respondents were children, which significantly affected their
perception of events and can be seen in the peculiarities of the thematic
and chronological structure of their autobiographical narratives.

The oral accounts have been gathered according to the method of
recording biographical interviews used by the German scholar Gabriele
Rosenthal.® They reflect a person’s personal experiences, his or her indi-
vidual perceptions and experiences of past events. The period of the war
clearly dominates the autobiographical narratives as the war is associated
with the strongest feelings and emotions, life-changing events and value
systems. The war was often the starting point of the memories or a fac-
tor that divided life into two parts. In fact, the memory of the war even
today serves as a means of self-identification. Within this context the
problems of nutrition and food supply form an indelible part of the bio-
graphical narrative of the war.

As mentioned above, our respondents came from villages that were
in the territory of the Belarus and Volhynia-Podolia General Districts.
The situation across these areas differed significantly due, in particular,
to the division of Belarus prior to 1939 and the peculiarities of economic
management in the Soviet (eastern) and the Polish (western) regions. It
should also be noted that the occupation’s administration had various
tasks in these districts, and local residents had differing attitudes towards
them. There were also differences relating to the German troops—where
they were stationed or if they were absent, as well as differences regard-
ing the presence of the partisan movement and ways of dealing with it.

In order to gain a more thorough understanding of the problem of
food supply, we need to refer to the common understanding of the term
hunger as used by the older generation of Belarusian residents. In the
memoirs of most of the respondents, hunger is predominantly under-
stood as a situation when there was no food available at all. The term
refers to the experience (personal and referred to by family members or
friends from the Belarusian—Ukrainian borderland), as well as the situa-
tion in Eastern Belarus after pre-war collectivisation, when many villagers
faced an absence or severe shortage of food, and also to the occurrence
of all this in private households in Western Belarus at the end of the
1930s. In addition, the respondents remembered the famine of 1946



ECONOMIES OF SCARCITY IN BELARUSIAN VILLAGES ... 53

and 1947. They told, for example, how they prepared pyshk: (‘donuts’);
that is, pancakes made with rotten potatoes that remained on the fields
from the previous year’s harvest.

In the majority of memories of the war, there was no mention of hun-
ger as a situation of complete lack of food. Almost all of the respond-
ents noted that there was not strashny (‘terrible’) hunger, meaning that
it could be worse: ‘I was very hungry in the war, when everything was
burned... As for starving we didn’t starve [e]specially, we still had our
own potatoes. But there was no good in the war’.6

There were problems with food supply, but people knew how to solve
them. The principal means was working on the land: ‘Because if you
won’t work, who would give you anything in wartime’.” ‘And we sowed
a lot, because it was our only hope’.8

THE MAIN SOURCE OF ProvisioN Was LAaND

The land issue in the occupied territory of Belarus was solved differ-
ently. The Ministry of the Eastern Territories of Rosenberg decided to
keep collective farms in Eastern Belarus (former BSSR). However, spon-
taneous de-collectivisation began after the arrival of the Germans. The
villagers started to divide collective farmland among members of their
community. In Western Belarus the land was in private use, and some of
the peasants increased their holdings at the expense of the landed estates
with the arrival of the Bolsheviks. In 1941 in many localities these addi-
tional parcels had to be returned to their former owners, and the peas-
ants were repressed.

Many decisions made by the German administration regarding land
reform remained on paper. As Bernhard Chiari noted, in 1943 the occu-
pation authorities had almost no control of the situation in the villages,
and the peasants managed their own land themselves.? This is also con-
firmed by the memories of the villagers.

In general, it was natural for the residents of Western Belarus to pos-
sess and manage their own land, and they did not notice changes during
the occupation: ‘When it came to farming nothing [changed], it was the
same land, the same work .... The situation that had existed under the
Poles was the same as under the Germans, and then under the Soviets
until the time [that] the collective farms were established’.1? In every sit-
uation, work on the land remained unchanged for the villagers.
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The residents of Eastern Belarus recalled the self-liquidation of collec-
tive farms and the redistribution of land amongst the villagers: “The war
began and the collective farm fell apart. All the land there was equally
divided. ... Somebody had 10, my father had 15 acres .... They took
all the livestock from the collective farm’.!! Land was usually divided
according to the number of working men in the family.

Basic food items were those that the land provided: bread, potatoes,
vegetables. The respondents said that if there was bread, there was no
hunger. Therefore, the families who had land, workers, tools and seeds
could provide themselves with everything they needed. This was typ-
ical of Western Belarus villages where farms had everything necessary
for agricultural work. As for Eastern Belarus the availability of land did
not always mean that people could provide food for themselves, because
they did not have enough available men (many of them having being
repressed or mobilised) or enough seeds, livestock, horses or tools.

Another source of food supply was livestock, but this was constantly
under the threat of requisition by the Germans or by the partisans. Cows
were especially valued and therefore mostly hidden in the woods.

There were also severe shortages of salt. The respondents could hardly
recall any cases when salt could be obtained from the German authori-
ties. More often it was procured by purchase or exchange in the city.

THE VILLAGE FED ITSELE, THE CITY, THE GERMANS
AND THE PARTISANS

If the villagers were able to be fed by the land, then the village would be
transformed into a source of food supply for all other groups: citizens,
the military, the German administration and the partisans. The collec-
tive interpretation of this situation can be given as follows: ‘During the
day the Germans came, during the evening the partisans, shake’.!? They
came for the food.

The oral memories reveal an ambivalence among the respondents
towards both Germans and partisans. They seldom came directly face to
face with the Germans. People remembered military men in neat clothes,
who gave sweets to children. But they also recalled cases when German
soldiers threw bread into the mud in front of hungry children.

Before the beginning of massive counter-insurgency operations, the
German soldier was seen as a representative of the new strong power and
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as a certain guarantee of the ‘new order’. He was perceived as a necessary
evil. German requisitions functioned as if they were legal, and were
accepted by the villagers. In the memoirs of the respondents, violence
and robberies by the Germans were rarely mentioned. Food supplies
were paid for by German marks. It was often noted that life for those
villagers who lived in the territory completely controlled by the Germans
was better since they were protected from requisitions by partisans.!3 In
the memoirs of the majority of respondents, it was the latter who were
linked with violence and robbery. This situation changed, however, dur-
ing German anti-partisan raids, when villages were burned down, and
many residents and civilians died.

The respondents made a distinction between dobrykh (‘good’)
or spraviadlivykh (‘fair’) partisans, on the one hand, and bandytan
(‘bandits’), on the other. According to the memoirs the latter group
took everything by violence, even children’s or women’s clothing.
Robbery was often accompanied by the use of physical force, and some-
times local people were even killed. Furthermore, partisans from the
surrounding villages would sometimes turn up as bandits. Fair parti-
sans came to the village asking for products and necessities. For them,
violence was severely punished and military discipline implemented.
Fair partisans were usually led by former officers, and the respondents
recalled baking bread for them. Witnesses were proud to describe their
help for these men. This everyday ‘honour’ was probably the result of
recent Soviet propaganda, in which baking bread for the partisans was
promoted as a way for villagers to show their support. However, the
same oral memories suggest that such helpful acts were often obligatory,
and everything was done according to orders: ‘Well, once they ordered
us to bake bread. They gave orders, one day in one home, the next
day in another, to bake for the partisans’.!* The Soviet stereotype of a
partisan-defender was therefore not compatible with their characterisa-
tion in many oral memories.

Continuing requisitions and looting forced farmers to develop behav-
ioural strategies to protect their property. Thus, the villagers killed
livestock to hide the meat and then sell it in the city. They hid food in
special hidey-holes (i.e., pits near their houses) or in the woods: ‘No, we
had no hunger. ... And do you know why? People dug potatoes, well,
you know, they hid the harvest. ... We knew what was dug into the

ground, and where. ... That’s why it stayed and we did not starve’.!5
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They hid potatoes, corn and salt. If hiding places were in the forest,
they also baked bread and slaughtered livestock there.!® Some witnesses
noted that it was possible to hide products from the Germans, but it was
much more difficult to do the same with the partisans, because they usu-
ally knew where people hid food.

The most difficult situation was for those villagers who lost their
homes during counter-insurgency operations. They usually escaped into
the woods, waiting for the punitive action to end. Sometimes they man-
aged to prepare to run away in advance and they were provided with
food for a while.l” In the case of a sudden and abrupt departure to the
woods, they sought help from the partisans, united with other families
and ate what the forest provided.

A product that had a strategic importance for survival was moonshine.
It helped to establish normal relations with both the partisans and the
police. Moonshining was common, despite prohibition by occupation
authorities and severe punishment.

The oral memoirs suggest that the food supply situation amongst
the rural population changed throughout the course of the occupation,
and depended on many factors. One of the main causes of deficiency in
Eastern Belarus, where there had been collective farms before the war,
was a lack of land and livestock, and even the elimination of collective
farms did not always make normal land cultivation possible, because
there were not enough helpers, seeds, tools, horses and the like.

The residents of Western Belarus were more practical and hard work-
ing. There, private farms had not been destroyed by collectivisation.
Moreover, the male population survived, because the Soviet authori-
ties did not have time to mobilise them in the summer of 1941. All this
helped to solve the problems with food supply. The residents of Eastern
Belarus often came here to trade their property for food or to work in
order to obtain food. For some time the availability of land, livestock and
farmhands ensured certain product supply.

The situation changed significantly, however, after the expansion of
the partisan movement, starting in 1943, when partisan groups began
providing for their own needs at the expense of the rural population.

The villagers developed their own survival strategies to prevent con-
flicts with either side: Germans, who represented power, and partisans.
Situations of life and death forced many to resort to cheating, stealing
other people’s property, betrayal, violence, etc. The respondents recalled
that often it was fear that dominated other feelings, and was the main
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motive underlying behaviour. Perhaps amid mass killings (burning vil-
lages, the Holocaust, executions of partisans), problems with nutrition
tended to diminish.

Conditions were better in villages where there were neither Germans
nor partisans. Their inhabitants adapted to occupation authorities, tried
to establish a normal life, raised families and gave birth to children.

Such a picture appears on the basis of factual analysis of oral memo-
ries. However, these memories do not fully reflect the problem of food
supply during the occupation. Recorded oral accounts require more
in-depth analysis, as a phenomenon of memory in this rural population
is that it was strongly influenced by certain stereotypes of collective con-
sciousness. It is obvious that the Soviet and post-Soviet historical policy
in Belarus failed to significantly alter individual and collective memory
among the witnesses of history in these villages.

Oral history provides new possibilities in the study of food shortages
during World War II. Unlike traditional written historic accounts the
respondents’ stories show various strategies were adopted relating to
food supply and reveal that it was not only military action and the new
German order that were important factors in the issue of scarcity, but
also that previous Soviet policy in Eastern Belarus and the partisan move-
ment in the occupied territory played important roles.
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Fully Rationed Society: Experiences, Cases
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F1vE YEARS OF OCCUPATION

This chapter deals with a critical period in Norwegian history, with
extraordinary pressures on society as a whole and on everyday life in
particular. On 9 April 1940 Norway was invaded by Nazi Germany by
land, air and sea. This was a blitz attack, and the country was taken by
surprise, as Denmark had been. Hitler’s plans for both Denmark and
Norway were the same; the Germans wanted to occupy, but not to
govern the countries. However, while Denmark surrendered on 9 April,
Norway put up a fight lasting two months. The Norwegian govern-
ment and King Haakon V managed to flee to the north of the country
and sailed to the UK on 7 June in order to continue the struggle for
freedom from exile in London. The Nazi occupation of Norway lasted
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five years, ending on 8 May 1945. The German occupation system that
was established to control the country comprised three parts: a military
part (the Wehrmacht), a civilian authority led by Reichskommissar Josef
Terboven and the SS and police under Himmler. Nasjonal Samiing (NS,
‘Norwegian Nazi Party’) developed into an integral part of the occupa-
tion regime, and was the only political party allowed. This was unique,
and in no other Nazi-occupied country were national Nazis given access
to state power and state resources. The reason for this was that the leader
of NS, Vidkun Quisling, had met Adolf Hitler in December 1939 and
had established contacts to support him and grant the NS a position in
the occupation regime which was established in the autumn of 1940.
With the Norwegian government, the King and the Royal Family in
exile (and a large group of Norwegians fleeing over the North Sea or over
the border to Sweden to go to the UK and join the war effort in different
ways) Norway was divided into two: Ute- Norge (‘ex-territorial Norway’)
and Hjyemme- Norge (‘territorial Norway’). Ex-territorial Norway repre-
sented Norway’s participation in World War II alongside the Allies and
the ambition of restoring democracy in Norway. In territorial Norway the
political processes were marked by actions of the occupational regime, on
the one hand, and those of a Resistance movement opposing the German
and Norwegian Nazi authorities, on the other. It was also characterised
by challenging and creative actions aiming to provide enough food and
other supplies in a society under strong control and political pressure.!

A DuarL Economy

What were the main challenges under the Nazi policies of exploitation?
How did the shortages develop?

Before the war Norway relied heavily on the international econ-
omy. Its level of imports per capita was the highest in Europe, and only
Sweden’s level of exports per capita was higher. Few other countries
relied more on food imports, particularly bread grain, to feed its peo-
ple through the winter. Only 43% of calorie consumption was met by
domestically produced food. Furthermore, industry was heavily depend-
ent on imports of raw materials and various types of semi-finished goods.
Norway’s sizeable trade deficit was balanced by shipping and whaling
revenues. Given Norway’s heavy dependence on vital goods and its mer-
chant fleet, it was inevitable that the German occupation would create
serious problems.?
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At the same time the Norwegian economy was equally dependent on
export revenues. Timber constituted its main export commodity, predom-
inantly in terms of processed products such as wood pulp, cellulose, paper
and cardboard, followed by fish and various mineral ores and metals.

Following Nazi occupation, all formal economic contact with the
UK-Norway’s main trade partner and Nazi Germany’s foremost oppo-
nent—was broken off, and the country became heavily dependent on
imports from German-controlled areas.? Although the occupiers pumped
resources into Norway in the form of economic investment and forced
labourers, and had no plans for exploiting the Norwegian population
in the same way it did the populations in German-controlled areas in
Eastern Europe, the scarce war economy also made its mark in Norway.
Norway became dependent on coal, coke and corn from the territory of
Greater Germany. Fish, ore and metals were sent in the opposite direc-
tion.* Thus, the history of the occupation in Norway is not only political
or economic, nor is it merely a history of collaboration and /or resistance
or a history of war crimes, victims and heroism. It is also the history of
everyday life changing under pressure and scarcity.®

A WATERSHED: A COMPLEX PICTURE

How did life in Norway change for the Norwegians—for women, men
and children? All Norwegians had their own personal wartime experi-
ences. The occupation years in the east or west side of Oslo were not
the same as in Toten in inland Norway, Kristiansand in the south, the
Lofoten Islands in the north or in Kirkenes, even farther north, to men-
tion just a few of the far-flung reaches of the country.®

When the German occupation force arrived the troops were surprised
by Norway’s rugged landscape, characterised by dispersed settlement
patterns, a poorly developed road infrastructure, and vast regions of
mountains and fjords. Everywhere, people were living in small villages.

Norway’s economic development was two pronged: it was mak-
ing the transition from an agricultural economy to an industrial econ-
omy. By 1940, almost one third of economically active Norwegians
were employed in the industrial sector. Typically, Norwegian industry
consisted of small businesses; less than one third worked in companies
with more than 50 employees. Both primary and secondary industries
were intertwined with Norway’s export trade. The occupation seriously
affected years of work spent establishing economic traditions.”
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Prior to 9 April 1940, around 50% of Norway’s imports came from
countries that were under Allied control after 1940. Norway’s pre-war
trade with Sweden had been particularly important. Trade with countries
other than Germany and German-occupied areas came to a complete halt
during the war, but trade with Sweden remained crucial throughout the
occupation. In 1938, Germany supplied only around 18% of Norway’s
imports, and received around 15% of its exports. In 1943, Germany
alone accounted for around 68% of Norway’s imports and more than
72% of its exports.’

This picture is complex. The balance of food commodities between
Norway and the German-controlled economy demonstrated a clear
surplus in the import of calories which prevented hunger and death by
starvation among ordinary Norwegian citizens. On the other hand, the
Norwegian export of fish provided important contributions to scarce
German supplies of fat and vitamins.” The British economic historian
Alan Milward stated that no other economy proved as difficult to inte-
grate into the Grossrauwmwirtschaft, thanks in large part to Norway’s
heavy dependence on imports.!? If Hitler was to exploit the resources
he wanted from Norway, both man and beast would need to be supplied
with food and other provisions; otherwise the system would fall apart.
And this is what happened.

TaiINGS WERE DIFFERENT THEN

What kind of experiences did the population meet and seek to challenge?

During the occupation new daily routines developed. People counted
coupons and ration cards and stood in queues. New enterprises and words
emerged: matank (‘foraging’) to supplement food rations, and matory
(‘organising ways of procuring food’), gradually became the norm.
Families, neighbourhoods and businesses established allotments and kept
rabbits, pigs and goats. Young and old set off on foot, on their bicycles
or by train in search of food to put on the table. It took some courage
and strength to fight the battles on the kitchen front in the wartime years.
What is true for heroes is also true for most people: they are no good
for anything without food and water. Bartering, black marketeering,
wasted trips and standing in endless queues amounted to a full-time job
for women, in particular, but also for children and men (it was only in
queues for liquor and tobacco that men formed the majority). As the five
years of occupation wore on, everyone gradually learned new lessons in
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how to survive. Families planted and picked everything from seed potato
and carrot and turnip seeds to dandelion roots and tobacco plants. The
Norwegian diet during the occupation is a study in poverty and creativity,
and serves as a gauge of the vast differences within the population.!!

An occupation can turn life upside down. War and occupation can
have both a preservative and also a radicalising effect on society. War
divides and entangles. Many statements made about this period illus-
trate the situation at the time, very often using ‘we’ and ‘our’, meaning
Norwegian society as a whole:

‘For the most part you lived on potatoes and news from London’, says
Inger Robberstad.!?

‘What really mattered was coming together around the table, not what
the hostess could put oz the table’, says Anne-Lise Lagesen.!3

‘We experienced a sense of empathy between people you’d barely
known before’, says a woman in Nord-Trgndelag. '+

“Things were different during the war’ is an expression familiar to new
generations, and one that carries special meaning for the wartime gen-
eration. This generation carried with them large rations of the two
key wartime recipes: memories of virtue and of evil. People talk about
World War II with enthusiasm: ‘Never before had we experienced such a
sense of unity’, and with loathing: ‘Five long and arduous years’.

For most people, circumstances changed in terms of accommodation,
population density and access to supplies, depending on the degree of
control the Germans had in a particular neighbourhood or on the local
presence of Norwegian Nazis.

“The war’, ‘the occupation’ or ‘everyday life” proceeded very differ-
ently between north and south, east and west, coastal and inland regions
and between towns and villages. The occupation was both dramatic and
prosaic at the same time.!®

Some regions remained unaffected by wartime events and the occu-
pation, while others were devastated and suffered permanent scars.
Kirkenes was at the centre of a theatre of war for almost three years. Its
inhabitants were subjected to constant bombing, in a city with no ade-
quate air raid shelters. The city was subjected to 1012 air raid warnings
and 328 Russian air raids in three years. After Valletta on Malta, Kirkenes
was the most heavily bombed city in Europe during World War 11.16
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Life for the people of @st-Finnmark and Nord-Troms in the north
ended in a major catastrophe. In fact, one fifth of Norway was trans-
formed into a no-man’s-land when the Germans withdrew in the autumn
of 1944. In Tana-Berlevag and farther west, the Germans torched houses
one by one, blowing up ports and slaughtering livestock. The Germans’
scorched earth strategy left people barely able to recognise what was left
of their homes among the burnt-out ruins. Some 53,000 men, women
and children were evacuated southwards, and 25,000 survived the final
winter of the war in northern Norway, hiding in turf huts in the moun-
tains, in caves, on the mainland or on islands. Some even spent the win-
ter living under the hulls of boats covered with turf or inside a burnt-out
ruin covered with a tarpaulin.!”

The war left its mark in many forms. Those who experienced the rav-
ages of war and who came through it alive were left either whole or bro-
ken, unaffected or marked for life.18

THE RATIONED SOCIETY

On 9 April 1940 the only commodities that were rationed were house-
hold flour, sugar and coffee.!® The food situation in the ensuing five
years of occupation can be divided into two periods: the first two and
a half years of occupation, and the remainder of the period until libera-
tion. The food situation deteriorated rapidly between the spring of 1940
and the autumn of 1942; one by one, commodities disappeared from
the market and were rationed. During the first year, rationing covered
all imported food commodities as well as bread, fat, sugar, coffee, cocoa,
syrup and coffee substitutes. That same year, all types of meat and lard,
eggs, milk and dairy products were similarly rationed. During the sum-
mer of 1942 rationing was expanded to potatoes and all types of vegeta-
bles, which by that time had already disappeared from the market.??

The occupation made it imperative to organise a comprehensive sys-
tem for rationing and regulating food commodities. Two main systems
of rationing and regulation were implemented, based on ration cards and
the registration of customers. Consumers in every household—children
and adults alike—were issued with ration cards while institutional house-
holds, hospitals and others were assigned rations by the Provisioning
Board. Initially, consumers were provided with basic stock items, after
which they could only buy prescribed items in exchange for coupons.?!
Ration cards were used for most grocery items. The authorities had
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control over the long-term supply situation for these goods, which had
a certain shelf life. Ration cards were supplemented with a quota system
from wholesalers for goods that were low in stock, such as butter and
margarine. Some goods were in such short supply that rations were only
issued intermittently. Items had to be ordered in shops, which clipped
one coupon on the ration coupon and stamped another. The shops
were allocated goods based on the coupons it had clipped when placing
orders. As an extra control on each sales transaction, shops also clipped
the coupon it had stamped when ordering the rations.??

Rations were never equally distributed; some groups, such as infants,
pregnant women and labourers, were particularly favoured. Gradually
the system by which consumers were grouped according to age and
gender became increasingly specified. Initially, children under five years
were not entitled to coffee coupons, but this age limit was later raised
to 12. Ration cards were gradually introduced for bread and flour for
children under two years and for children aged between two and five, as
well as age-specific clothing coupons and milk books for full-cream and
skimmed milk. Consumers could be divided into 27-30 different groups
for some commodities, and all of these were allocated different amounts
of rationed goods. The longer the occupation lasted, the more commod-
ity types were rationed, and some of them were increasingly restricted as
the years wore on.?3

This was like a jigsaw puzzle, and it did not take much for the sit-
uation to spiral out of control. Many comical situations arose as people
stood in queues, their stomachs rumbling, yearning for something tasty
to eat. These were often serious too. Many people, particularly townspeo-
ple, were totally dependent on whatever the ration coupons allowed. At
one stage there were four different series of ration books: an A-series with
coffee coupons, an A-series without cotfee coupons, a C-series with cof-
fee coupons and a C-series without coftee coupons. The first ration books
were issued to everyone aged over 12, and A-series ration books without
coffee coupons to children aged between 2 and 12. Cocoa and choco-
late coupons compensated for the lack of coffee coupons. C-series ration
books for unsifted flour were normally only issued to children under the
age of two, who were not entitled to cocoa or chocolate rations. C-series
ration books were only issued to people with special medical certificates,
who then had to exchange their coffee cards for tea cards.?*

Regular A-series ration books initially contained ten cards, including
six for milk, 1 for coffee, 1 for fat and 1 for sugar. The sugar card had
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12 coupons for coffee substitute printed on the left-hand side. Tea cards
which were issued to replace coffee cards were valid for four weeks at a
time. Children and youths aged between 12 and 18 could exchange their
coffee cards for cocoa and chocolate cards?®:

‘We had many arguments at home. Mum and dad wanted coffee, while my
brother and I wanted cocoa. I thought it was so unfair that we should be
cheated out of cocoa. The children won!” says a girl from Oslo.2¢

People were asked to bring along coffee cards for all persons aged under
21 so that the Provisioning Board could clip the left-hand corner to
prevent children and youths from exchanging them for liquor, but not
everyone complied. It was difficult to get by without a card; they had
to be presented in hospitals, in restaurants, everywhere. The hospitals
clipped patients’ cards to record the number of bed days. These cards
required organising. A teacher with pupils on potato vacation also had
to hand over cards to the farmer. A holiday trip was no joking matter.
Butchers kept special hours for registering new meat cards, and it was
important to turn up to get these. Townspeople who left town to take
a holiday had to have their milk book signed to allow them to redeem
their quota elsewhere. When invited to social gatherings or special cele-
brations, guests brought along whatever rations they could spare.?”

THE OccUPATION AT SCHOOL—A LEARNING PROCESS

New concepts mean new knowledge and new experiences. In a time
characterised by a permanent scarcity of goods, rationing and controls,
the Norwegian people underwent a learning process:

‘T also remember the joy of being able to help find food, especially during
the wintertime when times were harder. My grandfather taught me how to
catch hare, fowl and grouse. It was impossible to get hold of brass wire for
the traps, so we twined traps using horschair. My grandfather had learned
this technique many years ago, with specific rules for how much horsehair
was needed for each type of trap’, says Per G. Kvernbekk in Trysil.?8

All kinds of techniques were passed on to family members, neighbours,
friends and children. Handicrafts were kept alive, and the village smith
had never been so busy. Many developed carpentry skills if they could get
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hold of some nails and materials. Rabbit hutches and pigsties were often
the first things they tried their hand at.??

The production of Ersatz (‘substitute’) items grew dramatically.
Home made was well made. Soap was made from sheep tallow and
porpoise fins. Candles were moulded as in the old days. People grew
tobacco for personal consumption, sale or barter. Potatoes were grated
to make potato flour. Syrup was made from home-grown sugar cane and
dandelion root. People roasted coffee from herbs, acorns and rye. The
leaves of wild and cultivated berries were carefully preserved:

‘We used dried blueberries for currants, gooseberries for raisins, and dried
blackcurrants and elderberries for tea. We did the same with caraway and
elderflower, which were used to treat colds. We dried rose hips for use as
tea, or boiled them and mashed them together with apples to make a paste
or soup’, says Inga Nitter Walaker in Solvorn.30

Ironmongers and hardware stores sold bits and pieces from their stocks.
Defect items and all sorts of junk were quickly snapped up: pieces of
metal wire and other objects were transformed into crucial parts for a
home-made torchlight or a bicycle brake. A bent bike wheel was a find;
all those spokes were recycled and uses in other practical devices. Rusty,
bent nails were put to new uses. When the shop ran out of rope the cus-
tomer had to twine it themselves out of remnants. Not one piece went to
waste. People cut off the leather straps on train windows and the passen-
ger straps on city trams. The leather was put to new uses, such as leather
vamps on shoes. A father of five learned how to make clogs and became
the local cobbler.3!

Many domestic animals were replaced by wild boar, goats, ducks,
hens, sheep and rabbits. When have children fought over dandelion
leaves in the ditch edges since the end of the war? Formal agreements
were made over access to neighbours’ weed patches. Children mounted
wire mesh in all kinds of creative ways, and rabbit breeding became com-
mon knowledge among thousands of children. Different kinds of rabbits,
Beveren, white land rabbits and Smalens rabbits were as familiar to them
as the names of professional footballers are today. Boys set up forecasts
where only the sky was the limit: sales of breeding animals for this year,
next year, in ten years’ time...32 The five years of occupation were like a
school for men, women, adults and children. The war was a rigid teacher,
a broad curriculum with no limits.
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A MEAGRE EXISTENCE

Rationing became a way of life. In 1940 and 1941 vital commodities,
such as potatoes and milk, had not yet been rationed. By the autumn of
1942, practically all food items had been rationed. The last food item to
be regulated during the occupation was fish, which was rationed on the
principle of registered customers in November 1943. Whether they liked
it or not, everyone in Norwegian society had to comply with the new
wartime rationing regime. Rationing required organisation and moder-
ation: How much could the family eat every day? Parents went without
so that their children would have enough to eat. Women did likewise so
that their sons and husbands could perform heavy labour. Siblings calcu-
lated how many slices of bread each of them could have. The less there
was to eat, the tighter the regime had to be33:

‘My children, who cycled 20 kilometres each way to Hamar Cathedral
School, had large appetites: they took twelve or thirteen slices of bread to
school with them every day, and I had to make porridge from boiled pota-
toes and the small rations of butter we could buy. That’s what we ate for
four years’, says a woman in Hedmark.3*

‘During one month we could amass a large number of coupons. We
had a rule at home that every Sunday afternoon we sorted, counted and
packed our coupons’, says a man in Hidrasund, Vest-Agder. ‘The whole
family was living at home then. It could take two or three hours, so it was
quite a job. We handed over the coupons once a month to the Rations
Office. There was always wastage, so we never received all the coupons we
were entitled to”.3> A newlywed couple says: ‘We calculated four slices of
bread each, but then no-one could cheat on the thickness of the slices. The
heel of the loaf was like a small extra reserve’.

The reality was unrelenting: rations shrank drastically, while the quality
steadily deteriorated.3¢

The amount of calories in rations were far below what men and
women needed—an adult should have around 2500 calories a day. In the
first half-year of 1940, rations equated to 1198 calories a day (although
at that time many products were not yet rationed). In 1942, rations
reached a peak of 1501 calories—only to decrease during the last years of
occupation to 1349 calories during the months of January—April 1945.37
People’s patience and flexibility were put to the test: do without, share or
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save the rations, join the queue for one item and be prepared to end up
with something else—or nothing at all.

The Norwegian people soon learned how far five grams could really
stretch. For breakfast, for example, thirty grams of margarine—if there
was any available—would be carefully divided into daily rations. At one
stage coffee substitute was rationed to ten grams per person per week—
not quite enough for a daily cup of steaming hot coffee at breakfast.33
And smokers—what did they have to look forward to once their tiny
ration of 25 grams of tobacco was inhaled?® In those days cigarette
butts seemed to last forever.

For many men and women these five years were also when they had
their first encounter with bureaucracy and red tape. They had to apply,
request, reapply and follow up.

DaiLy BREAD AND MILK

The Germans requisitioned a considerable share of the good-quality flour
that Norway had stored in 1940. Norwegians had to make do with a new
baking ingredient: wartime flour, made from early-harvested grain with a
high milling rate and mixed with chalk dust; a combination that offered
poor baking properties and a bitter taste. Milk quality varied frequently and
widely as the years of occupation years wore on, and always for the worse:

“The flour we got for our rations cards was dark brown, and it was hopeless
trying to make decent bread from it. The loaves had a crusty top and wet
raw lumps underneath’, says a woman in Foldereid, Nord-Trgndelag.*0

Flour was mixed with potato, fishmeal, scaweed and green pea flour, and
housewives exchanged recipes with each other. Most of the bread people
ate was home baked, and was made to go further by using equal portions
of potato and flour. Potatoes had to be mashed while freshly cooked and
still hot, and getting the mix right was no easy task.*!

Juliane Solbraa-Bay, a nutrition expert and author of popular booklets
on food during the occupation said: ‘Iron-heeled Germans in the streets
meant less milk for us. The port in Drammen was often used for export-
ing goods and bringing soldiers ashore. Whenever the Germans crossed

Bragernes Square, there was less for us’.#?
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Access to food supplies was a sensitive issue. Typically, it was milk that
triggered the first German wave of terror and the state of emergency in
Oslo in the autumn of 1941.

Living conditions for working people in Oslo were dire in 1941;
prices had risen while wages were low. Milk supplies to larger workplaces
were important. Milk rations were reduced from one litre to half a litre
per worker per day. The situation came to a head when milk deliveries
stopped completely:

“The workers were indignant. The food was already bad, and that daily
half-litre of milk enabled us to endure being undernourished’, writes Johan
Johnsen, a union official at Christiania Spigerverk.

As far as the workers were concerned, it was the last straw. Between
20,000 and 30,000 workers went on strike in protest. Iron manufac-
turers and textile and shoe factories in Oslo went on strike. Terboven’s
response included declaration of a state of siege.*3

Cop Liver O1L

There were long periods when fats were scarce. Fat consumption in 1940
and 1941 was covered by pre-war stocks and the ongoing production of
herring oil and butter. After 1942, fat imports of different sorts of oil
from Nazi Germany were vital 4

Cod liver oil was what saved people’s health. The smell of it summed
up the wartime years. It wafted down stairways and through courtyards,
kitchens and living rooms, and through windows, keyholes and door-
ways. Nothing stopped the reek of fried cod liver oil! In the absence of
butter and margarine, what would women, men and children have done
without these valuable vitamins?

Before the war, around 300 tonnes of cod liver oil were consumed
annually for medical reasons. Once rationing was introduced on 15
October 1942, annual consumption rose to around 500 tonnes. Cod
liver oil rations varied between winter and summer. For most of the
war the official ration was three grams (or half a teaspoonful) per day,
but pharmacies also sold it under the counter with tacit approval of the
provisioning authorities. Families stockpiled it, and barrels of cod liver
oil stacked up. Annual consumption of cod liver oil could reach 2000
tonnes.*5
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Tran (‘cod liver oil’) was never drunk; it was used as a topping on
bread and for baking, added to porridge and used for frying. One tech-
nique that soon spread to kitchens all over the country entailed heating
cod liver oil to a high temperature to get rid of the taste before using it
to fry with. Unfortunately, it was this method that caused the smell to
permeate through every home.

GROWING 600,000 TONNES OF POTATOES A YEAR

The scope of land reclamation was considerable during the occupa-
tion, mainly for growing potatoes and other vegetables. The area used
for potato cultivation in Norway grew by 44.8% between 1939 and
1944.%6 Nonetheless, potatoes became scarce in Norway. How was
this possible? The answer is both simple and complicated: Norwegians
ate far more potatoes than ever before. Food was scarce, and potatoes
were an excellent nutritional substitute. To meet demands during the
occupation, it was estimated that 600,000 tonnes of potato would be
needed every year. This was twice the pre-war figure. And it should not
be forgotten that the occupying forces also had a healthy appetite and
frequently requisitioned outside of the regulations set by the Germans
themselves or by the Norwegian Nazi authorities.*”

Norway’s potato yield was sufficient in the first two years of the occu-
pation. The potato crop in 1940 was very good (1.3 million tonnes) and
demand was met without the need for regulation. In 1941, however, the
crop was poorer (1.1 million tonnes), but still no rationing was intro-
duced. This was because no controllable system of potato supply was
found for organising German requisitions.* Potato supplies in Norway
were destroyed by unregulated procurements by the occupying forces—
far in excess of the agreed supply quota—and by what the Ministry of
Provisioning referred to as ‘direct supply from the fields at excess prices’;
in other words, the black market. The harsh winter of 1941 /1942 led to
a marked scarcity of potatoes. It is not known how many tonnes of potato
ended up in German stomachs in Norway or were sent to Germany. Local
German troops spread around the countryside secured their own diet by
purchasing and requisitioning local supplies of herring, fish, meat and
potato.*’ A table produced by the Ministry of Provisioning shows that
German military authorities’ potato procurements ranked highest; a total
of 542,645 tonnes of potato was recorded.’® When the numerous unreg-
ulated procurements are included, this figure could probably be doubled.
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NATURAL GREEN VEGETATION

‘We generally made more use of nature than we do today,” says a woman in
Narvik.>!

A host of other vegetables followed the potato: carrot, swede, cauli-
flower, pointed cabbage, headed cabbage, turnip, pea, bean, beetroot
and sugar cane:

We dreamed of making syrup. Maybe got a cooking pot full of sugar cane
which we boiled and boiled, there wasn’t enough and it tasted awful.
Boiling beetroot together with sugar cane was better because it gave the
cane a red colour and made the beet taste sweeter.>?

Norwegians’ eating habits were restricted and transformed. The
Norwegian kitchen was expanded with dishes that had never been tasted
before. As for plant life, nature provided an abundance of ingredients:
dandelion (for salads and rabbit feed), nettle (for soups and as a spinach
substitute), sorrel (for salads), meadowsweet and linden (for tea), cara-
way shoots, leaves from beetroot, carrot and spring turnip and parsley
(vitamin C), sugar snap pea leaves, sugar cane leaves (as a spinach substi-
tute) and rhubarb leaves (stewed acid). It was important to grow leaf let-
tuce and kale (which lasted through the winter and retained its vitamin C
content), and cress was kept on window sills. Windfall fruit was canned.53

Some of these ingredients are still used, such as rose hip, mushrooms,
wild berries, cloudberry, cabbage, cauliflower and carrot. Vegetables
were not generally grown everywhere in Norway before the occupa-
tion, nor were they easily available. A little book entitled Gratis mat
av ville planter (Free Food from Wild Plants) by Jens Holmboe and
Juliane Solbraa-Bay became a bestseller.* The green leaves from fruit
bushes such as raspberry, blackcurrant, redcurrant and lingonberry and
from birch and juniper trees were dried for use in teas. An advanced tea
blend could be composed of raspberry and redcurrant leaves mixed with
dried apple peel and fireweed. Ground peas were used to make coffee.
Foraging trips into the forest in search of wild berries and plants again
became popular activities. Families and neighbours came together to
pick berries, pick mushrooms and chop wood.*® Employers gave their
staft time off during the week to go foraging in the forests, since the
berry season was short. Many of these activities continued after the war,
though not all.
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TowN AND COUNTRY: HATRED AND FRIENDSHIP

How did the relationship between town and country develop? Edvard
Bull, a respected Norwegian professor of history, has characterised this
relationship as one sided: “The farmers almost always had the upper hand
in barters because their products were more crucial. That’s how it had
to be, even if the transaction was between relatives and friends and no
black-market prices were involved.’>® Before the war, on average, towns-
people had more money and a higher material living standard than farm-
ers. They had more possessions in their attics, basements, cupboards and
drawers than was normally found in rural communities. Bartering there-
fore came naturally, since townspeople had something to exchange. This
could be almost anything at all: cash—subject to local rates or a sizea-
ble black market rate—or clothing, shoes, sleeping bags, anoraks, ciga-
rettes, alcohol, sewing thread, scissors, nails, cement, tools or wire for
a hay-drying rack. For example, a barter might involve exchanging a
grouse for brass wire to make animal traps.

But, did this type of interaction between town and country bring peo-
ple closer together? The answer is unquestionably yes—or perhaps both
yes and no. Tens of thousands of townspeople spilled into the villages,
evacuated to farms and lived there for weeks and months, enjoying hol-
idays, eating well and regaining their health. ““So much for the eggs we
were going to barter with,” said mum once the town guests left,” recalls
a woman in North Trendelag. Many townspeople found the countless
trips to the villages to procure food both wearisome and humiliating, but
there are as many stories about kind and generous farmers as there are
about unsympathetic and exploitative ones.?”

SociAL COHESION AND INNOVATION

One clear result of the war and the occupation was the elimination of
social disparities between town and country. In the inter-war years
the contrasts had been sharp. The occupation stepped up the pace of
the equalisation process in many respects. Foreign trade, from which
Norway had been excluded by its Western trading partners, meant that
its primary industries became more important to the country’s econ-
omy. Self-sufficiency rendered agriculture and fisheries more valuable.
When food became such a scarce commodity the economic scales tipped
in favour of the producers, and farmers and fishermen were generously
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recompensed. At the same time the occupying authorities issued large
volumes of banknotes. Right from the beginning of the occupation the
Wehrmacht paid for the expenses incurred by its troops and its extensive
construction activities. Unemployment disappeared. The printing press
for banknotes kept rolling, and much of the money flowed into rural dis-
tricts. The monetary expansion during the occupation and the ensuing
inflation relieved the debt burden which farmers and fisherman had been
carrying since the 1920s. In 1946 the size of the debt in the Norwegian
agricultural sector was only 20% of the value of the farms.>8

The same applied to the debts of the municipalities, which had been
considerable in rural districts before the war. Municipalities in northern
Norway, where most of the German troops were stationed, therefore
received significant economic subsidies. Average earnings doubled, partly
because many earned good money selling supplies to the occupying
forces. Overall, the debt situation in rural and agricultural municipalities
improved markedly.>®

On the other hand, conditions for urban communities during the
occupation became more challenging. Wages did not rise as they did in
the districts, but the cost of living did. The equalisation process therefore
came about partly at the expense of the decrease in living standards in
the towns and cities. However, unemployment disappeared.5?

Several other important areas must be omitted here, such as the trend
in child and adult health in a rationed society towards prolonged malnu-
trition—for some but not for all.®! Another topic omitted concerns the
value of the infrastructure development which took place in Norway dur-
ing the occupation: the construction of roads, railways, various installa-
tions and airports—often built with the extensive use of foreign prisoners
of war at a high cost to life—which remained in post-war Norway.%?

Economic historians have also highlighted how the reorganisation of
industry during the occupation pointed towards the future and marked a
period of innovation and transformation. There were a number of exam-
ples of this: the transition to increased use of electricity; stimulation of
the capital goods industry provided by exclusion from the global market;
production of new goods under licence; production of substitute goods
which in turn stimulated innovation in product development; and facil-
itation of investment in planning for peacetime production provided by
higher wages.%3

In Norway, as elsewhere, a closer study of supplies and individuals’
stories will reveal many examples which speak for themselves.
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ALTERNATIVE AND INNOVATIVE FOOD CHANNELS

How was the Norwegian population saved by their everyday endeavours?
How were adequate diets ensured?

It has to be said that, overall, the population remained largely
healthy—although there were many differences between the lives of
people in the cities and those in the countryside with easy access to
fields and farms. Medical research has provided evidence of malnutri-
tion and sickness, and reductions in growth, particularly affecting chil-
dren in big cities like Bergen (with long distances to farmland) and
Oslo. However, there was no acute hunger in the sense of famine in
Norway. Insufficient diet and malnutrition were the most important
reasons for the drop in overall health which undoubtedly took place
during the occupation.®* The most critical situations with regard to
supplies were in the late winter and spring of 1942 and the final winter
of 1944 ,/1945.65

First of all, the diet and health of the Norwegian population was pre-
served because food and supplies were secured through the implemen-
tation of systematic public measures, such as regulation and rationing.
Second, substantial imports from Germany were also important. The
same was true of vital supplies of humanitarian aid from Denmark and
Sweden such as the popular svenskesuppen (‘Swedish soup’) given to
school children.%® Third, food was provided through the tireless informal
local production of home-grown produce. And, finally, food and various
other supplies were obtained via alternative channels, such as gifts, bar-
tering, illegal hunting and the black market.®”

Without these private, popular initiatives during the occupation years,
public health would undoubtedly have deteriorated to a much greater
extent. It is worth dwelling here on the new crazes that swept across the
country: mataunk or foraging to supplement food rations, and matory or
organising ways of procuring food.

Farmers in rural districts expanded their potato cultivation, mostly at
the expense of pastures. Families with limited resources, and municipal
and industrial workers living in rural communities also cultivated plots,
gardens and any suitable green patches of land.%8

The character of rural and urban landscapes was transformed. Green
belts sprang up around towns and rural communities. Allotments
became a familiar sight, and the potato was the predominant vegetable.
Amateur gardeners took on a supporting role. Office workers with stiff
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backs, sore knees, soft hands and poor tools worked alongside labour-
ers who were used to getting their hands dirty, though not necessar-
ily from gardening. Regardless of experience, everyone dug into clay,
sand and mud to create their own little vegetable patch. A surgeon in
Drammen donned white kid gloves to protect his hands while harvesting
his potatoes.

Ornamental shrubs made way for useful ones. Allotments were estab-
lished in private gardens. Fruit trees and berried plants were grown in
playing fields, football pitches, churchyards, hills, school lawns, city parks
and in the grounds of the royal palace in Oslo. Companies and private
individuals supported foraging efforts, and allotments bore witness to
the right attitude.

Allotments made a valuable contribution to food supplies, but they
were also a source of worry and annoyance because people were tempted
to steal from them. In August 1942 the mayor of Fredrikstad wrote:
‘Almost daily the newspapers write about potato and carrot allotments
being looted, and crimes like these carry strict penalties, but they have
no effect.” Crops had to be guarded by the gardeners themselves.%?

It is documented that farmers and controllers came up with a crea-
tive registration system.”? Registered statistics for crops showed an over-
all decrease, in spite of a massive expansion in fields suitable for growing
different crops and total area. A substantial part of agricultural produc-
tion such as meat, milk, corn, potatoes and other farming commodities
was withdrawn from public registration—and from the attention, and
hence the reach, of the Nazis. In other words, people sabotaged public
and Nazi prescriptions and injunctions in order to help their own fam-
ilies and fellow citizens. There were many variations of these differences
between real and registered agricultural production in various regions of
Norway.

Contrasts in everyday life caused by the relentless search for sufficient
food and nutrition in Norway during the Nazi occupation were signifi-
cant and various, depending upon whether one lived in the north, west,
south or east, in a city or in the countryside, or whether there were
parks to cultivate or not, or whether they were occupation force strong-
holds or a strong local Norwegian Nazi authority. All in all, however,
since they qualified as high-standing “Aryans” in the Nazi worldview,”!
Norwegians led a more protected and generally better life in terms of
supplies and survival than men, women and children in harsher occupa-
tional regimes in Central and Eastern Europe.
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and the black market. In all periods of war and economic crisis,
irregular commercial dealings increase. Because of its characteristics
the period of German occupation stands as the most significant era in
contemporary French history in terms of black market activity. Though
food shortages in occupied France were never as severe as in parts of the
Soviet Union, Poland or Greece during World War II the preoccupation
with shortages affected the whole of French society. On 3 July 1944 the
banker and economist Charles Rist wrote in his diary: ‘people every-
where talk of nothing but provisions and supply’.? The black market was
not only the business of traffickers, in fact the majority of French people
became involved with it in some way in order to survive.

During the spring of 1943, the Vichy government® developed a
large-scale propaganda campaign against the black market and tried to
suppress its growth. Posters were displayed in cities across France fea-
turing the image of a gallows to frighten traffickers together with the
slogan ‘The black market is a crime against community’. Because the
black market was widespread in France and people at all levels of soci-
ety were complicit in it, it was necessary for the authorities to remind
the population that the black market was a crime and traffickers were
criminals. Government propaganda emphasised that selling products
on the black market would mean shortages of official supplies. The
main victims were particularly the poor and the most vulnerable (chil-
dren, women and the elderly). But the efforts of the Vichy government
failed. The black market continued to grow until the end of German
occupation.

This importance of the black market in France from 1940 to 1944
raises several issues: Which factors had allowed it? How did trafficking
evolve over the period? Who were its main players, organisers and profi-
teers? How did official policies to repress it work?

Given that the consequences of defeat and German occupation
made France a fertile ground for the black market, trafficking evolved
greatly and changed in nature over the period from 1940 to 1944.
Efforts to repress the black market involved attempts to adapt to these
changes, but such operations became overwhelmed. At the end of the
war, investigations were set up to try and measure the black market.
They helped to reveal the economic and social consequences of the
phenomenon.
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FrANCE AFTER THE DEFEAT: A FERTILE GROUND FOR THE
Brack MARKET

The black market was a phenomenon that affected all the countries occu-
pied by Nazi Germany. This was due to shortages that were caused by
the war and exploitation by the Third Reich.* Shortages of supplies and
enforced rationing had encouraged several forms of parallel economy
that we include under the general term ‘black market’.5 However, France
had a special place in German Europe and became a fertile ground for
black market activity after its defeat due to several specific factors.

The military defeat in June 1940 had many consequences for the
French economy. It plunged the country into a very serious crisis. Before
the war, France imported most of its resources, in particular from its
colonial empire. But after the defeat and the beginning of the German
occupation, these external supply channels were broken. It was impossi-
ble to find sugar, coffee, chocolate or oil. Because there were one million
French prisoners of war in Germany, the country lacked manpower, par-
ticularly for agriculture. Agricultural output accounted for only 50-60%
of its pre-war level .6

The armistice treaty of June 1940 imposed harsh economic and finan-
cial conditions on France. The French government had to pay vast sums
of money for the occupying German troops, set by the German authorities
at four hundred million francs per day. This system allowed the Germans
to pay for their own purchases on the black market in France with French
money (to avoid inflation in Germany the money paid by the French gov-
ernment needed to be spent in France). Each year, France had to hand
over a certain percentage of its national resources to the Reich. Because of
its important agricultural resources, France was one of the most exploited
countries under Nazi occupation. France and Ukraine were the two nations
that provided the largest wheat exports to supply German civilians.”

Finally, the conditions of the armistice resulted in France being
divided into several areas, including an occupied zone in the north and
west and an unoccupied zone in the south. This division disrupted trade
and exchange, and shortages worsened because the areas were isolated
from each other. The geographical division of France was an important
factor in the emergence of the black market.

To cope with economic difficulties and shortages, state measures and
regulations were introduced in France in September and October 1940 by
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the new government led by Marshal Pétain. This involved reinforcement of
a supply policy, relating to the collection of agricultural resources, restric-
tions, price control and distribution of raw materials. The majority of food-
stuffs were rationed, as were most industrial products such as shoes and
clothes. Because everything was controlled by the administration, histori-
ans use the term ‘administrated economy’ to describe the functioning of
the economy during the period between 1940 and 1944 in France.® This
state control was symbolised by cards, coupons and tickets needed to buy
products. Consumers had to give their tickets to merchants in order to
purchase products. Ration cards were given out and the population was
divided into various categories. The ‘E’ category was for children, the J’
for teenagers, the ‘A’ for adults engaging in a ‘normal level” of activity, the
“T” for workers with strenuous labouring jobs (e.g., miners), the ‘C’ for
farmers and the ‘V’ for the elderly. The newly established administration of
General Supply was responsible for organising the collection of resources
and distributing them among the population. Collection and distribution
plans were adopted. French regions were divided into three categories:
deficient regions, self-sufficient regions and producing regions.® Producing
regions were to supply deficient regions.

However, these measures of economic regulation were not always
respected, for two main reasons: first, they were too restrictive and, sec-
ond, because they came into force soon after the German occupation
began the common perception among French people was that these
measures had been imposed by the Germans to serve their own interests
while starving the French population.

With these new regulations, fraud and trafficking grew. This explains
the first forms of the black market in France, which appeared at the end
of 1940 and caused the growth of a large parallel economy throughout
the country. This black market took many forms, all of which allowed
people to get round the new constraints of economic regulation and
make more money than in the official economy controlled by the state.

Traders and shopkeepers refused to apply the new regulations such as
rationing and price control. They sold some products that should have
been rationed to privileged clientele without asking for ration cards in
exchange. They did not respect the prices fixed by the government and
sold their products at higher prices than the legal ones. Breaches of eco-
nomic regulation were widespread in trade. Control services filed 20,000
charges of it in December 1940 and January 1941 alone.!?
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Intermediate traffickers went to the countryside to buy products
directly from farmers and sold them on the black market in the cities.
A report written by an agent of the police headquarters in Paris in
December 1940 describes how trafficking groups visited the rural areas
closest to Paris in order to secretly buy agricultural products.!! They
returned by train but got off before the train reached Paris to avoid con-
trols in stations. Consequently, the police needed to establish roadblocks
and controls all around the town.

Forgers printed fake rationing cards, which they would then sell
to customers who wanted more than the rations they were entitled to.
In January and February 1941, thousands of fake rationing cards were
seized by the police in Paris.!?

Traffickers became specialised in clandestine inter-zone trade. The
Germans forbade exchanges between the northern and southern zone,
but traffickers bought industrial and agricultural products in one zone and
resold them fraudulently in the other.!3 This kind of trafficking between
the two areas was very common. A report from October 1940 by General
Picquendar, responsible for controlling the demarcation line, mentions
‘widespread trafficking’ and ‘many profiteers who acted like smugglers’.!#

Finally, the Germans developed their own black market system in
France. They believed that many stocks of raw materials and industrial
products had been hidden in the southern, unoccupied zone, which was
beyond their control. To capture these stocks the Germans used interme-
diaries, who went to the southern area and approached clandestine stock
owners, offering very high prices for their stocks. Then, the stocks would
be sold on to offices set up for German purchases. The system did not
cost anything because the Germans used the money paid by the French
government.'®> The most famous German purchasing office, which
organized this black market system, was the ‘Otto’ Office, headed by an
officer of the Abwehr, Ehrman Brandl (Otto was his nickname). But the
Otto Office was not the only one. In 1942, there were over 200 German
purchasing agencies in Paris. The two main intermediaries who worked
for the Germans as traffickers were two of the biggest black marketers
in occupied France: Joseph Joanovici and Michel Szkolnikoft. Joanovici
specialised in trafficking metals and raw materials for the Germans
whereas Szkolnikoff worked in textile trafficking. At the end of the war
the fortunes they had amassed through the black market were valued at
several millions.
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EvorutioN oF THE BLACK MARKET DURING THE GERMAN
OCCUPATION FROM 1941 1O 1944

From 1941 to 1944, several changes took place relating to the organisa-
tion and development of the black market in France. These changes were
caused by the evolution of both economic and political factors: increas-
ing shortages and the growth of the French Resistance.

First, the professional traffickers perfected their organisation. They
acted as true entrepreneurs or directors of companies. They had vehi-
cles but also illegal storage locations. Products were bought, transported
and sold by different members of the organisation, with a real division
of labour. In December 1942, for example, the Economic Control
Authority arrested 17 intermediaries who were involved in a single
food-tratficking operation. They all worked for the same professional
trafficker who was the head of the organisation.!® These ‘trafficker-
entrepreneurs’ had very privileged customers: Germans, but also a num-
ber of very wealthy people as well as owners of important restaurants or
hotels, who refused to comply with restrictions.

Second, there was widespread trafficking throughout French soci-
ety. The black market was no longer just the work of professional traf-
fickers who wanted to make money; the official rations provided by the
authorities were getting increasingly low!” and trafficking became a way
to survive. Everyone was trying to find informal and illegal channels to
secure a better supply. In this context, common people turned to illegal
trafficking. For example, they would travel to the countryside by bicycle
or train to buy food directly from the producers, which was prohibited
by law. But these examples of illegal trafficking were not all of the same
nature; the black market was not just a way to make money, it was also
necessary for survival. The expression ‘grey market” was introduced to
refer to activity that, though illegal, was less reprehensible than the real
black market. Because they showed the extent to which the law was being
violated, minor instances of trafficking posed a real challenge for the Vichy
government. As a lawyer at the time wrote: ‘the whole society was in vio-
lation of the law’.!® These widespread trafficking offences did not just
concern individual consumers but large firms as well since they needed
resources, particularly raw materials, that could not be obtained through
official channels. Canteens of administrations or companies developed
unofficial channels in order to get food for their employees. Canteens
of governmental ministries did the same. In this way, civil servants and



‘THE BLACK MARKET IS A CRIME AGAINST COMMUNITY’: THE FAILURE ... 89

members of ministerial cabinets were supplied indirectly through the black
market, while the government condemned it.

The black market operated by the Germans from 1940 to 1942 was
banned in 1943 by the government of the Third Reich. This was not
just the case in France, but in all occupied countries. German black mar-
ket activities had adverse effects in these countries, including inflation,
widespread fraud and corruption. The black market represented a contra-
diction for Nazi authorities: Was Germany using occupied economies to
supply the Reich or just plundering them?

There might be a second reason to explain why the Germans gave up
the black market in France. After 1942, collections of French agricultural
and industrial products for Germany increased significantly. These col-
lections were negotiated with the Vichy government, who accepted the
demands but asked in return that Germany stop plundering the country
via the black market. The German authorities agreed, but not to satisfy
the Vichy government. It was simply more advantageous for them to
exploit the French economy by means of taxation, which, on the other
hand, was accepted by the Vichy government. From November 1942,
as the whole of France was occupied, the Germans had access to all the
resources throughout the whole territory. They no longer needed to use
the black market to seize the resources of the southern zone as in the
previous period.

This German turnaround on the black market explains why, in 1943,
the occupation authorities put pressure on the Vichy government for
more severe measures to be taken to suppress its operation. All French
products on the black market were now exempt from German taxation.
Offices of German purchases, like the Otto Office, were forced to close.
The black market system organised by the Germans was over. But this
did not mean that small-time trafficking operations, developed individu-
ally by German soldiers in France, would all come to an end.!

The final evolution of the black market from 1943 was the result of
the growth of the French Resistance. Supplying people who lived under-
ground, the French Resistance relied heavily on trafficking. In 1943 the
maquis appeared in France. These groups of resistance fighters settled
in forests and mountainous regions. At the end of 1943, about 50,000
maquisards were active in France and shortly after the Allied landing on
6 June 1944, they were 100,000. To supply these fighters, clandestine
channels needed to be set up. Instead of giving their products to col-
lections organised by the Vichy government to supply the cities, farmers
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preferred to sell their products to Resistance representatives. For the
Resistance, this was a patriotic act. But, for the Vichy government, it was
treason and a kind of black market. Thus, an important propaganda bat-
tle raged between both sides. The Resistance asked farmers not to obey
the Vichy government and to keep their products to help members of
the Resistance, while the Vichy government portrayed Resistance mem-
bers, particularly the maquisards, as criminals and traffickers and held
them responsible for food shortages. However, by the end of the German
occupation the population was clearly on the side of the Resistance.
Parallel supply channels grew in all regions where the maguis was impor-
tant. But the Resistance did not want to appear as an accomplice of black
marketers. Therefore, the magquis leaders developed an intermediate sys-
tem in the territories under their control: small frauds and clandestine
supplies were encouraged but traffickers who took advantage of the situa-
tion and secured high profits were sanctioned with fines or arrests.?’

REPRESSION OF THE BrAck MARKET AND ITs EvOLUTION

This way trafficking evolved had a meaningful impact on repression of
the black market. Initially, all the law enforcement agencies such as the
police and the gendarmerie (the police force for rural areas in France)
were mustered against the black market. However, policemen and mem-
bers of the gendarmerie became overwhelmed by the multitude of tasks
they were given during the German occupation. They were expected
to fight the growth of delinquency as well as the development of the
Resistance, but they also had to arrest Jews, Communists and all oppo-
nents to the regime. Moreover, they were not very well trained when it
came to business activities and therefore their actions against the black
market were not very effective. They were only able to repress surface
activity, such as breaches of the law, but did not investigate the sources of
fraudulent channels.

That is why the Vichy government created specialised agents to
repress trafficking. A new institution, the Administration of Economic
Control, was set up. Its agents were tasked with monitoring companies
accounts and prices in shops or markets. They also operated checkpoints
in stations or on roads to prevent illegal transports. Initially, in 1940-
1941 the power and the means of this new administration were quite
limited but, as the black market continued to grow, the Administration
of Economic Control became more important and its powers were
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increased in 1942.2! In all departments, Economic Control brigades
began working under the authority of the Prefect. The administration
had the authority not only to conduct investigations and make arrests,
but also to impose penalties for traffickers. The Administration not only
acted as a police force, but as judge and jury as well >

Until 1942, repression of the black market in France was hampered
by several problems: first, French controllers did not have the power
to punish traffickers working for the Germans. These traffickers had
special passes. If they were arrested the Germans intervened for their
release.?® Secondly, repression of the black market was accepted and
desired by the population if it involved important traffickers, but it was
very unpopular if it concerned small traffickers engaged in the black mar-
ket to survive. In many cities the inspectors from the Administration of
Economic Control were physically attacked by the crowd during their
investigations.?* A third problem involved the administration of justice.
Violations of economic regulation measures were growing in number
and arrests of traffickers multiplied,?® causing prisons to become over-
crowded. In addition to this, the courts, which were already dealing with
a lot of cases (especially political and Resistance-related cases), could not
judge economic cases as a priority. Because sanctions were not imposed
immediately, repression of the black market was not very effective and
did not discourage traffickers.

Clear solutions were adopted in 1942 to deal with these three issues,
and repression of the black market evolved significantly. As the German
black market was banned, controllers could now arrest French traffickers
who traded with the Germans, and cooperation was established between
the German police and the French controllers to heighten the effec-
tiveness of policing. They were finally able to dismantle the channels of
French and German traffickers.

While the unpopularity of repression against the “grey market” was
becoming a real problem the Vichy government decided in the spring of
1942 to adopt a new law on the subject. This law strengthened repres-
sion of professional traffickers and those who cheated to get richer.
These people had to be treated as criminals. But, the same law stated
that inspectors, controllers and judges had to be lenient vis-a-vis people
who were involved in the black market to survive and to cover personal
needs. These people should not be condemned.?® This law was respond-
ing to the wish of the population, and was an admission that the black
market had become necessary to survive. It also caused an increase in
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minor trafficking offences. Under these conditions, it became impos-
sible for the authorities to remove the black market. If a trafficker was
arrested, he would always try to explain that he was trafficking for sur-
vival and not to make money.

Finally, to speed up repression of the black market at a time the courts
were overwhelmed, the government favoured administrative sanctions
to judicial repression. Departmental directors of the Administration
of Economic Control or Prefects could impose administrative penal-
ties against traffickers in the form of fines, confiscations, shop closures
or internments in an administrative centre (several months in general).
Under the German occupation, most black market cases (80%) ended with
administrative penalties. A few of them, the most serious, were brought
before a court of law. Judges could impose prison sentences for traffick-
ers. In 1943, for example, of the 379,405 charges brought for breach-
ing economic regulations, 26,118 (7%) were abandoned, and 278,411
(73%) had an administrative resolution (fines, confiscations, internments).
Only 31,916 (8%) cases were brought before a court of law.?” To frighten
traffickers the law allowed the death penalty for their deeds. However,
no black market trafficker was ever sentenced to death under the occu-
pation in France. Yet, the sentence was regularly pronounced against
Communists, Resistance members and even women who are abortionists,
which shows that judges refused to consider economic breaches as crimes.
They did not apply the directives of the Vichy government in this field.
This preference given to administrative punishment over judicial repres-
sion had an undeniable advantage: it allowed immediate sanctions. But
the drawback was that the penalties (a fine, or a few months in an inter-
nal camp) were not very dissuasive, and the courts were rather lenient (on
average, prison sentences did not exceed a period of a few months). That
is why repression failed to stop the black market from growing.

Economic AND Social CONSEQUENCES OF THE BLACK MARKET
IN FRANCE DURING THE GERMAN OCCUPATION

The black market was obviously a hidden phenomenon. As for other
illegal and clandestine practices, it seems impossible to measure its exact
significance. However, at the end of the occupation, statistical surveys
were carried out by the French National Institute of Statistics (INSEE)
in order to find out as much as possible about the role the black mar-
ket had played. The data were needed for reconstruction after the war
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and the French authorities therefore tried to measure the real resources
of the country—not just those within the legal economy.?® The statistics
were based on surveys led by the Administration of Economic Control
and on the quantities of reports established.

The results mainly concerned agricultural production. With regard to
industrial products the importance of the black market was even more
difficult, and perhaps impossible to evaluate. In 1943, black market
transactions absorbed 10-20% of basic agricultural output, such as meat,
butter, eggs and potatoes. If we add small cases of trafficking (“grey
market” practices, barter) or products hidden by producers for their own
consumption, we can estimate that 30—40%, sometimes 50%, of products
escaped from the regular and legal economy in France at the end of the
German occupation.??

Another interesting finding of the survey concerned prices on the
black market. On average, black marketers used to sell their products at
a price that was five times the official one. Under these conditions the
black market was reserved for a very privileged clientele. A worker earned
about 1000 francs per month in France. A kilo of meat could cost 500
francs on the black market in a large French city, and a kilo of butter
200 francs. In contrast, the “grey market” was more accessible. “Grey
market” prices were only twice as expensive as the official ones, when
directly negotiated with producers, and there was no need to resort to a
trafficker.

Two important conclusions can be made about the social conse-
quences of the black market. First, because the black market and traffick-
ing were so widespread, they were essential to the survival of the French
population due to very significant restrictions and insufficient rations.
Although the French population suffered from malnutrition during the
occupation the country did not experience food shortages to the extent
that other countries occupied by the Germans did. A significant portion
of resources went into clandestine circuits (not just the black market,
but the “grey market” too) and thereby escaped German requisitions.
Moreover, these clandestine circuits allowed the French population to
compensate for the inadequacy of the official supply. In this regard the
social and economic structures of the country were advantageous. France
remained a rural and agricultural country: 49% of French people lived in
the countryside according to the census of 1936, the last before the war.
As a result, people who lived in big cities, where shortages were more
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severe than in rural areas, generally had family or friends who lived in the
countryside. This situation facilitated illegal supplies from producers.

Second, many French people were involved in trafficking during the
German occupation. But, who were the main profiteers of this social
phenomenon? Which categories of traffickers made the biggest prof-
its? As in other countries, farmers and traders were accused of being
the main black marketers. Many letters of denunciations against farmers
and shopkeepers were sent during this period.3® But the real situation
was more complicated. Farmers were involved mostly in the “grey mar-
ket”, selling their products directly to consumers. “Grey market” prices
were indeed higher than the legal prices but, as we have seen, the differ-
ence remained limited. It did not allow farmers to build large fortunes,
though they could make small profits. After the Liberation, however,
farmers were accused of having earned millions. They were suspected
of hiding ‘dirty money’ earned through the black market in /lessiveuses
(‘washtubs’) or in their gardens.3! For common people the simple fact of
having made small profits while the majority of the population was suf-
fering under extremely miserable circumstances amounted to a scandal.

In the area of trade, consumers accused retailers of imposing higher-
than-legal prices, and thus of participating in the black market. But
many retailers were forced to do this because intermediaries (wholesal-
ers) were asking them higher prices for supplies too. In fact, those who
made the greatest profits were not retailers, who were at the end of the
chain, but those who were inside or at the head of the supply chain,
such as wholesalers or merchants. These categories of traders interven-
ing between producers and retailers imposed their own conditions and
made the biggest profits. The main professional traffickers, the so-called
kings of the black market, like Joanovici or Szkolnikoft, started oft as
wholesalers or merchants. These professional categories were more
invisible to the public eye than farmers or retailers. The latter had direct
contact with the consumers, but they were in fact simple actors in the
black market and not organisers. We can draw an interesting conclu-
sion based on all the charges made during this period for violations of
economic legislation. The two most important categories were agricul-
tural producers and retailers. However, if we focus on the central data-
base for the Administration of Economic Control, which identified the
most significant traffickers who were making profits in excess of 50,000
francs, the most important categories were traders, wholesalers and
semi-wholesalers.32
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Many French people thought the black market and supply difficulties
would disappear at the end of the war and after the Liberation. During
the liberation of several French cities, especially Paris, consumers tore up
their supply cards and ration tickets. They thought they would no longer
need them. But this was a mistake. Actually, reconstruction of the coun-
try was to take several years even after the end of the war. Restrictions and
rationing persisted in France until 1949. As a consequence, black mar-
ket structures survived the war and remained important to French society.
From 1945 to 1947 the black market was just as important as under the
occupation. It started to decline in 1948 and disappeared in 1949-1950.

Like rationing and restrictions the black market was part of daily life
in France for ten years. Though not an exception, France was perhaps
the country where the black market had the biggest impact on daily life,
and even cultural life.33 It remained therefore within collective memory
as a symbol of this period of ‘dark years’ and inspired many movies and
novels after the war, like La Traversée de Paris (a film by Claude Aurtant-
Lara, 1955) or Au bon benrre (novel written by Jean Dutourd, 1954).
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The Black Market in Occupied Italy

and the Approach of Italian and German
Authorities (1943-1945)

Jacopo Calussi and Alessandro Salvador

INTRODUCTION

This chapter will focus on problems related to the lack of food supplies
during the German occupation of Italy and the development of the black
market. Specifically, it will investigate the problems and peculiarities of
the black market by analysing the existing literature and archival sources
from Italian archives, including reports from Italian intelligence agencies
analysing the private correspondence of citizens.

When the Fascist regime entered the war in 1940, it was clearly
unprepared both from a military and economic point of view. Even
though Mussolini’s politics during the 1920s and 1930s were directed
towards the creation of a militarised state the country’s production sys-
tems were unable to face the challenges of the conflict, despite the
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belligerent rhetoric of the regime. The rationing system, the centralised
organisation of production and distribution of goods and the highly reg-
ulated and bureaucratic Fascist economy proved unable to provide the
population with its basic needs.

Thus, Italy was hit with shortages of food and resources from the very
beginning of the war and this created the conditions for a widespread black
economy. The situation was aggravated by military failures and the inability
of Italian forces to prevent Allied control of the Mediterranean. When the
bombs started to fall over the peninsula the situation worsened and resulted
in the eventual collapse of the regime. However, the provisional govern-
ment of Pietro Badoglio! did not improve the situation. In fact, the delicate
situation that Badoglio tried to manage, by keeping the Germans as far as
possible away from Italy while secretly dealing with the Allied forces, did
not help in resolving issues that had arisen during the previous years.

While Badoglio was making contact with the Allies the Germans pre-
pared their invasion plans, foreseeing the possibility of an Italian defec-
tion. Their aim was to try to secure Italian resources while keeping the
front far away from German borders.

After the Allies invaded Italy in September 1943 the Germans had to
face significant challenges in getting the Italian system to work for the war
instead of just being a liability. The chapter will also consider how Italian
and German authorities reacted to the invasion, with a specific focus on
interactions between the two forms of power that controlled occupied
Italy. Finally, we will demonstrate how German and Italian authorities
dealt with the widespread and uncontrollable issue of the black market.

This chapter shows how the efficient and brutal German occupation
of Italy after 1943 gave rise to an array of peculiar situations, relating
to shortages and hunger, that hardly fit into the broad categories of
German occupation—namely, exploitation and violent coercion. We will
analyse sources that describe specific cases in which the occupiers, in
order to reach their goals, had to face the peculiarity of the Italian situa-
tion and react pragmatically and creatively to shortages, hunger and the
black market, which was a direct consequence of these.

TaE GERMAN OCCUPATION OF ITALY AND THE FooD CRisis

After the armistice of 8 September 1943 the German leadership and the
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) implemented Operation Achse.
This was a contingency solution that had been prepared since the spring
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of 1943 in case Italy left the Axis to seek a separate peace agreement
with the Allies. German armed forces occupied Italian territory and areas
controlled by the Regio Esercito (‘Italian Royal Army’), disarming and
deporting around 800,000 Italian soldiers to the Reich and to concen-
tration camps.

ITtaly was split into two territorial entities: the centre and the north
were occupied by the Germans while the south hosted the Italian Royal
government under the control of Allied forces. The regions occupied by
the Germans were further divided into two administrative areas: one,
the occupied territory, was nominally ruled by the Repubblica Sociale
Italiana (RSI) (‘Italian Social Republic’),? the puppet regime created
after the liberation of Mussolini and strongly influenced by German
military and political authorities; the other was represented by so-called
military operation areas annexed to the Reich and administered by
German authorities.?

Such a division answered the needs of the German government and
was the result of fierce debates within the leadership of the Reich.*
Formation of the RSI fulfilled the need to have indigenous staft collab-
orating inside the administration of Italy’s occupied territories,® while
the occupiers maintained actual control of sensitive areas. However,
this governmental entity would later be used by V. Ribbentrop and
Rudolph Rahn, the German ambassador to Italy, to transfer real pow-
ers to German military authorities and to representatives of other Reich
ministries. Thus, the set-up of the occupiers had a dual nature: it was a
civil administration, headed by Rahn, the Reichsbevollmichtigter (‘plen-
ipotentiary’) in Italy, and a military administration of approximately 20
Militiarkommandanturen (MK) (‘military commandants’), headed by the
plenipotentiary General Rudolph Toussaint.®

In the autumn of 1943, several divisions were established by the
occupiers in the military administration. Division II, relating to the
Department of Food and Agriculture (Ernidbrung und Landwirtschaft
or Eul), was headed by Pehle, Sturmbannfiibrer (‘assault unit leader”)
of the SS and Herbert Backe’s representative in Italy.” Pehle was one of
the cruellest leaders in Italy; he was responsible for the ministerial pro-
gramme supplying the Reich by exploiting occupied territories.® After
the summer of 1944 the northern part of Italy was the only remain-
ing area devoted to agricultural exploitation outside German borders,’
but Rahn’s primacy and the needs of the territorial MK often set a limit
to Eul’s activity.!® However, it is hard to understand what Pehle and
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Backe’s plans in Italy were since the Eul’’s documents were mostly lost
apart from some exploitation plans dating from 1945.1!

This set-up was achieved in the six months following the armistice
between Italy and the Allies; the territory controlled by the Nazis was
established according to Kesselring’s winning military strategy against
Rommel’s compliant strategy.!> The central and southern regions of
Italy would be defended until May 1944,'3 while in the rest of the coun-
try the Nazis would act to exploit Italy’s food, industrial and human
resources.

However, the expectations of the Germans to efficiently exploit Italian
resources clashed with the highly inefficient production, stocking and
rationing system that had been operating in Italy since the beginning of
the war. Mussolini had already decided to apply wartime measures after
the German invasion of Poland, but the strategies turned out to be a fail-
ure. Chronic issues with the Italian economic system worsened as a result
of forced application of exploitation policies by the occupier, which in
turn increased both the population’s dissatisfaction and the risk of social
and political unrest.!?

Although the Italian economy was highly militarised, it was insuffi-
ciently mobilised, thus the centralisation and planning of the economy
did not reach expected goals.!® Ministerial estimates for fixing prices
and limiting the distribution of certain goods caused frequent shortages
of staple foods on market stalls during the first three years of the war
despite rationing efforts. There was a chronic lack not only of fats, but
also of soap, sugar, salt and coal.!”

Rationing was organised by means of a large-scale stockpiling system:
regulated goods were collected in large storehouses and then distributed.
This process was disrupted by chronic inefficiency and large-scale evasion
by producers.!® Such evasion and unclear links between big producers
and public authorities led to the establishment of the first black market
structures during the autumn of 1940, less than three months after the
beginning of the war.!?

Poor planning and autarchic policies led to frequent imbalances in
agricultural production.?® Due to distribution shortages and the first
waves of bombings of the national transport network, wholesale prices
of agricultural products rose by 119% in 1943 compared to 1939.21
According to Italian historiography, inflation??> and food distribu-
tion shortages were among the main causes of the crisis of the Fascist
regime.?? Amedeo Osti Guerrazzi argued that a form of unorganised
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anti-Fascist movement started developing among people queuing for
rationed goods, particularly in big and crowded cities such as Rome and
Milan.2*

The German military occupation therefore added pressure to an
already critical situation. First, inflation continued to rise at an intol-
erable pace due to introduction of the Reichskredithassenscheine
(‘German occupation currency’) from September to November 1943.2%
Furthermore, a monthly tax levied by the RSI on German troops’ spend-
ing stopped the war of official prices, but had little effect on rising black
market prices.?®

Italian food supplies requisitioned by the Reich right up to the
autumn of 1944 and the decision by the Germans to exploit Italian
industrial resources aggravated inflation.?” Mussolini and Rahn often
debated, at times in a heated manner, whether to raise the official prices
of food commodities in order to stop illegal exchanges.?® Rahn remained
evasive, not to say negative. In 1944 the prices of industrial products
rose by 300% at the national level, while the real, but unofficial value
of agricultural products increased by 250%.2% As a result, the mechanism
behind storing and distributing large stockpiles failed and the amount of
stored goods steadily declined.??

Italian small and sharecrop farmers gained no great advantage from
paying quotas on products for stockpiling. Moreover, average produc-
tivity per hectare was in steady decline owing to the shortage of fertil-
iser, fuel, equipment and industrial goods.3! In diverse ways, big farms
and local landowners took advantage of the national crisis and the rise
in prices, thus fuelling illegal trafficking and underground distribution.3?

One of the main causes of the food crisis was the irrational and com-
plex system of regulations and institutions controlling the production
and distribution of goods under the Fascist regime. The civil German
administration gave the RSI limited freedom both at the state and local
level. However, occupying forces often severely attacked national bodies
tasked with calculating and distributing products.3?® Lutz Klinkhammer
refers to five organisations dealing with cereal distribution and produc-
tion quotas and to four different organisations for meat production.3*

By collaborating with Berlin the German EulL attempted to imple-
ment a centralised policy of exploitation, but to no avail.?® During the
autumn of 1943, 200 Landwirtschaftsfiihrer (‘agronomists’) from
Eastern Europe were sent to Italy to deal with the distribution problems,
but this was not enough to change the country’s situation.3¢
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The inefficiency of the Italian economy turned out to be a liability
that not only affected Germany’s goals for exploitation, but also seriously
threatened its military goals.

ACTORS AND PECULIARITIES OF THE ITALIAN BLACK MARKET

As stated above the irregular and insufficient food distribution by regular
channels nourished a widespread black market. This caused complaints
among the population and significant trouble for the authorities.?”

In contrast to the chronic lack of food and resources that symbolised
distribution by the government, on the black market almost everything
was available and, according to sources, in abundance.3®

After September 1943, Italy’s collapse produced a widespread sense
of panic in which the population was gripped by a kind of hoarding
frenzy.?® Civilians started to fear shortages and used every means in
their possession—money and goods—to buy food through the black
market, far beyond what they needed. In the months to come, they
sold the excess food for profit.*® Anyone who could afford to buy food
started actively trading on the black market. The German authorities
observed that the black market in Italy was consistently different from
what they experienced in the Reich. In one report a German officer
even uses two different words to indicate the black market in Germany
(Schwarzhandel) and the atypical Italian manifestation (Schwarzmarkt).*!

The typical black retailer in Italy was not the usual big profiteer able
to gather copious quantities of food and making large profits in limited
circles of distribution. The illegal business in Italy mostly took the form
of small legal retailers hiding some goods and selling them on the side.*?
This happened also in shops where the official governmental distribution
usually took place.*3

In addition, soldiers, carabinieri** and white and blue-collar work-
ers, faced with rising inflation, entered the black market seeking enough
goods or money to sustain their daily living costs.*>

The black market in Italy before and during the German occupation
was not merely based on providing special goods unavailable in ordinary
shops under governmental distribution, it was a matter of survival for a
population that could not get basic goods from ordinary channels. As a
German officer said, it was a way of life involving the entire population.*6

The main reasons for that lay in years of insufficient vigilance or inter-
est by the authorities.#” The impotence of the government towards the
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black market caused criticism among the population and the German
authorities.*® On the other hand, the black market was often unavoid-
able, unless the entire system of production and distribution could be
changed.*

Analysis of private correspondence by the Italian intelligence agencies
showed that the phenomenon was widespread and that many citizens did
not even bother to hide their involvement.?? In the city of Salsomaggiore
(province of Parma) the population started to produce salt illegally.>!
Throughout the province, illegal activities were so widespread that
they created a parallel economy, producing conspicuous wealth ‘off the
books’ at the local scale.5?

To counter the black market, German officials proposed reorganising
production and distribution chains to guarantee adequate food supplies
for the population and to establish an autonomous police force with
agents who would be generously paid and would work independently
of the prefects.>® Not one of these goals was achieved during the
occupation.

SHORTAGES AND THE ROLE OF THE RURAL AREAS

Following the armistice, strikes and protests happened in central and
northern Italy. Eventually, to counter dissent, some wage adjustments for
workers were introduced.’* However, the effects were immediately nul-
lified by rising prices.>® Prefects oversaw the observance of official prices
and many of them, as was the case in the Milan prefecture, lifted controls
in the interests of public order.5°

Taking back control and preserving order in the cities was the main
priority for the occupiers, alongside strengthening their positions at the
front and preventing the Allies from advancing further. Keeping order
meant limiting the need to divert forces from the front to counter inter-
nal struggles.

The crisis of 1943 hit the urban population hard—especially, the
white-collar workers and the middle-lower classes. This resulted in a sig-
nificant growth in already existing and endemic corruption.’” Several
functionaries in the middle and lower echelons of administrative services
made concessions and turned a blind eye to production quotas, evasion
of deliveries or stockpile management. The tertiary sector (service sec-
tor), which had been developing within Italian society during the previ-
ous 20 years, tried to safeguard its economic conditions.?8
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The result was increasing shortages of supplies in the regular market—
in particular, fats, sugar, salt, wood, any kind of fuel and agricultural
products, especially vegetables. Southern Italy was the biggest producer
of these kinds of supplies, particularly in winter. Its occupation by Allied
forces presented a major difficulty for the rationing system.% The lack of
fats constituted a threat to public order and available supplies failed to
provide the minimum rations citizens were entitled to.%°

The SS commander in Bologna considered the shortage of fats a
major issue of public security, as they were the most important ingre-
dient of each meal. He also accused the Italian administrators of the
authority responsible for fats and oils of promising rations that could not
be provided, thus raising expectations and, eventually, bringing about
disappointment and discontent among the population.®!

Besides fats, the insufficiency of salt and fresh vegetables represented
the second most important reason for complaints from the population
and concerns relating to public order for the occupiers.®?

Cities began to depend significantly on rural areas due to the scarcity
of supplies. Some scholars pointed out that landowners and agricultural
workers now had more power and autonomy than ever before.%3

Especially in regions with a high percentage of sharecroppers and
small farmers the ability of the authorities to ensure correct implementa-
tion of regulations for production, delivery and distribution was particu-
larly low. Small farmers tended to defend their privileged positions and
saw the chance to make political capital from the situation for use after
the end of the war.%* Nevertheless, small farmers and sharecroppers did
not account for the highest quotas on the black market. Their produc-
tion rates were too low to cover the needs of a huge and growing ille-
gal economy. Big farms and landowners subsidised the black market by
diverting resources officially meant for regular stockpiling.®® In Tuscany,
for example, the so-called big wheat producers, those providing more
than 2,000 kg annually to stockpiling systems, covered almost 62% of
regional black market needs.®¢

Small producers proved to be very important for anti-Fascist guer-
rillas who were rising up. Partisans could easily claim that the large-
scale stockpiling system was merely a way to improve the capability of
the German occupation authorities to exploit Italian resources. Thus,
evading the system could also fulfil moral expectations. Furthermore,
partisans created a system in which the producer could take a profit
for helping the Resistance. They would raid farmers to obtain supplies
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leaving a note showing the amount of goods taken and the promise of
future compensation. Sometimes the amounts taken were deliberately
inflated to give the farmer the chance of ‘gaining the day’ by selling the
remaining, allegedly stolen, goods on the black market. This strategy
made it easier for small owners to hide goods, while reducing the risk of
being discovered by the authorities.%”

However, cooperation between producers and partisans was far from
being the general rule. Resistance fighters found themselves in the incon-
venient position of needing ties with the farmers and landowners to
obtain supplies.®® On the other hand, producers often regarded the parti-
sans with suspicion both because their activities led to repressive action by
the Germans and the Fascists and because several common criminals had
found a safe haven in the Resistance.®” Despite the efforts of the partisan
leader to prevent and punish pillaging and other forms of illegal exploita-
tion of resources by threatening capital punishment, such cases happened
on several occasions, increasing general mistrust among farmers.”?

Cooperation between the Resistance and some producers further
stirred mistrust and sometimes hostility towards Fascist authorities.
Following the collapse of state power in September 1943, rebuilding and
reorganising the stockpiling and distribution system mostly fell into the
hands of local authorities—namely, the prefects. Small farmers and pro-
ducers had little bargaining power with them and usually found them-
selves in a difficult position and subject to abuses.”! Armed formations
representing the Republican government, for instance, oversaw repres-
sion of the black market, while being involved in racketeering against
small producers who were unable to appeal to the proper authorities to
receive protection.”?

Instead of tackling the actual problems of the rationing system, such
as inefficiency, corruption and abuses, the Fascist authorities used propa-
ganda to prevent the urban and rural population from joining forces and
posing a threat to public safety. Thus, the press blamed the egoism and
greediness of the farmers for the lack of food supplies and depicted rural
workers and landowners as profiteers.”3

CONFLICTING AUTHORITIES: OCCUPANTS AND COLLABORATORS

As previously underlined, Backe and Pehle’s plans for Italy were not
completed due to imbalances of power inside the German administra-
tion. The so-called plan of Nahrungsfreibeit (‘food freedom’) for the
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German people was only partially achieved owing to transportation
and public order issues in Italy.”* Although food continued to be trans-
ferred to the Reich until the winter of 1944, Pehle’s plans for Italy
often met with obstacles at the local level (caused both by Italian and
German authorities) and were hampered by air raids that damaged the
railways.”3

The German authorities, particularly those dealing with the exploita-
tion of resources, were moved to mistrust if not hatred towards Italians.
However, the initial resolution toward strong rule over the Italian popu-
lation and local authorities changed, the main priority becoming keeping
the situation away from the front as quiet as possible. When it helped
their military and exploitation goals, the German authorities dealt prag-
matically with problems related to the black market.

The Wehrmacht and the Sicherbeitsdienst (SD) (SS intelligence
agency) took part in illegal trafficking in Italy, the case of Rome being
the most famous example.”® During the spring of 1944 the situation in
the city was so hopeless that banning military vehicles in the city streets””
engendered a feeling of discouragement among the SS.”8

It was reported that the black market would suffer and the population
would not receive supplies if German trucks could not reach the city,
thus showing that German forces had an active role in illegal trades.”®
Concerns, especially about food, linked to public order in Italy often led
the Reich to consider the black market as vital for civilians.8? This hap-
pened in Venice during the winter and autumn of 1944, in Milan dur-
ing the spring of 1944, and in Liguria which, in the autumn of 1944,
became cut off from supply chains from other regions.8!

Although, in principle, the German authorities considered the black
market something to be fought in every conceivable way, experience on
the ground led them to apply some flexibility. They found themselves
dealing with an Italian system of hoarding and distribution that was
highly inefficient and apparently unfit to meet the need of workers and
lower classes or to provide enough industrial and agricultural resources
to be sent to Germany.®?

Thus, besides supplying goods to be transported to Germany the
occupation authorities had to deal with the problem of supplying the
population to prevent unrest and public discontent. The occupiers did
not shy away from using repressive or violent measures to keep the sit-
uation near the front under control or as retaliation for guerrilla actions
by partisans. However, where possible, the use of troops and military
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force was mostly avoided in the interior. Repressive actions in some
parts of northern Italy were by and large delegated to Italian Republican
troops.83

Thus, alongside repressive strategies the German officials tried to
understand the reasons behind the black market. For instance, they
blamed the policy of regulating prices for agricultural but not for indus-
trial products as partial justification for the behaviour of farmers supply-
ing the black market. They were forced to sell products at a low price,
while they had to buy industrial goods at the regular market price.3*

The occupying forces held back from blaming either the popula-
tion or the illegal traders. While some German memoranda supported
the introduction of more effective controls and punishments, they also
blamed the Italian authorities for the tricky situation affecting the life of
the population.®> Furthermore, they accused Italian Fascists of being bad
role models by holding banquets in the party’s headquarters or in other
public buildings, despite widespread misery among the civilian popula-
tion.8¢ This led to a paradoxical situation in which, in a few cases, the
German occupiers were seen by the population as the guardians of order
and legality. In some cases, Italian civilians asked the Germans to remove
corrupt or incompetent Italian public servants.8”

There were occasions when Wehrmacht soldiers intervened to allow
illegal trafficking when they considered it vital for the population. The
idea of partially legalizing the black market to achieve better control over
prices and to allow the poorest citizens to have enough food was also
considered.88

Thus, the occupation forces had the challenging task of maintaining
public order while dealing with severe shortages, resistance fighters and
Italian authorities that were mostly incompetent or inefficient. For those
reasons, especially in areas away from the front, they occasionally became
‘defenders’ of the population.? This showed, however, how weak and
superficial the power of Italian authorities was, and how easily they could
have been bypassed by the occupying forces.

CONCLUSIONS

The situation in Italy after September 1943 was peculiar and compli-
cated. The existence of two Italian national authorities and two enemy
armies facing up to each other within the national territory considerably
worsened an already challenging situation.
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The inability of the Fascist government to provide for the basic
needs of the population started at the beginning of the war and never
improved, while the division of the peninsula only aggravated the sit-
uation. First, there were no longer supply lines from southern Italy.
Second, the war resulted in great material damage, forcing civilians to
flee as refugees and destroying important infrastructure. Third, the
needs of occupation forces severely burdened the already chronically
insufficient supplies of food and resources. The population was already
suffering serious conditions as a result of the war and this was further
aggravated by heavy military activities and increasing violence brought
about by the occupation. Furthermore, many people lost their jobs and
social position because of the political and military collapse of Italy.

Psychologically, the ever closer front line provoked panic and fear
of starvation that led to compulsive hoarding and the spread of illegal
trades on the small scale. The black market consequently became the
only possible response to chronic shortages of supplies, distribution
delays and the inefficient mechanisms of rationing. Corruption and self-
ishness among Fascist civil servants as well as the laziness of the police
prevented any effective control of the black market. In fact, the black
market was no longer the exception but the rule.

As German officials noticed, it was a survival strategy of the popula-
tion, even if it damaged the poorest members of society who lost all their
savings and personal belongings by having to pay for increasingly expen-
sive basic alimentary goods.?®

Scarcity of food as well as political, military and administrative
chaos after 8 September 1943 together with mounting resistance pre-
vented the German occupiers from efficiently achieving the goals of the
occupation—namely, organising a rapid resistance force against the Allies
and providing additional supply lines to Germany through exploitation of
Italian resources. In fact, after the fast-moving and brutal occupation of
the peninsula and the obliteration of the Italian Army, the Germans faced
significant issues that prompted them to adopt a more rational approach.

The occupiers made some efforts to analyse the situation and develop
solutions to the problem as they were aware of the threat that the dif-
ficult food situation could pose to their own aims, both economically
and military. On the other hand, they could not resolve issues that were
rooted deeply in Italian society and did not seem to receive any adequate
support from the Italian side.
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The mood of the population appeared to be closely linked to the food
situation, which not only caused social unrest and fear, but also fostered
social conflicts between blue-collar and white-collar workers as well as
between the upper classes—rural landowners and farmers. The former
saw their situation worsening every day while the latter found ways to
prosper despite all the difficulties. Many letters and accounts written by
citizens at the time show a growing class struggle between fixed loan
workers and profiteers.

The problem of supplies radically affected the behaviour of the
occupiers and collaborators and responses varied according to context.
Whereas near the front and in strongly militarised areas the coercive
force of the German occupiers developed entirely through requisitions,
relocations of populations and the destruction or reuse of infrastructure
and buildings, the situation was different behind the front and in main
production areas.

Where it was in the interests of the Germans to maintain social peace,
regular working conditions and civilian activities, they acted pragmati-
cally and ‘“fairly’ compared to their Fascist collaborators. The attitude of
the Italian authorities fluctuated as well. The prefects usually seemed to
respond to everyday issues in a proper way, despite their authority being
limited by the Germans. At the smaller scale, however, local notables
and podesta (‘high-level officials’) often used their position to gain per-
sonal advantage at the cost of the population. This attitude in particu-
lar produced cases, few in number but significant nonetheless, in which
the Germans paradoxically appeared to be the guardians of law and order
rather than occupiers.

NOTES

1. Pietro Badoglio, 1871-1956, was an Italian general and prime minister.
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was later charged as a war criminal for his conduct. In July 1943, King
Vittorio Emanuele III nominated Badoglio prime minister to replace
Mussolini. In the following months, Pietro Badoglio reached the agree-
ment that led Italy to the armistice with the Allied forces.
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In May 1941 an official of the Vichy government’s Service for the
Salvage and Use of Waste and Old Materials (hereafter Salvage Service)
made the following observations about his visit to German-occupied
Bordeaux:

Four-fifths of the slaughterhouses are requisitioned by the occupation
troops.... all the by-products of the slaughter for the German troops
are shipped in full train cars (bones, hooves, horns, hair, etc.) towards
Germany. I know that SUDOS [Soczété d’Utilisation des Os| has taken
some steps in Paris to try to keep the bones in France, but until now they
have achieved no result.!
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The next month the Salvage Service director asked the State Secretary
for National Education to order academic inspectors throughout France,
both occupied and non-occupied, to organise school collections of alu-
minium foil, bottle caps, corks, gramophone records, metal tubes,
newspapers, rags, string and bones.? That train cars filled with ani-
mal bones made their way to German factories, while French children
began dutifully bringing leftover bones to school was no accident. The
establishment of the Salvage Service in Paris on 24 January 1941, with
its separate divisions for research, propaganda, second-hand clothing,
rags and paper, iron and metals, glass and bones and with jurisdiction
over all French territory was a Franco-German initiative that placed the
French waste stream under Nazi German supervision.? Yet, French pri-
vate industry also sought to control this waste stream as suggested by
the reference to the Company for the Use of Bones (hereafter SUDOS),
a massive conglomerate with factories in several French cities producing
chemicals, glue and gelatine.

During World War 11, cities throughout Europe discovered that they
controlled a valuable, critical resource: urban waste. Fresh and used
bones were particularly sought after as a crucial raw material for the
chemical industry and for the production of war-relevant substances
such as glue, lubricants and explosives. Meeting this demand posed two
particular challenges: food shortages constricted their supply and lack
of transportation prevented them from being quickly processed, thus
diminishing their value as a primary resource. Historians have described
how National Socialist policies pushed recycling in Germany to mobi-
lise both people and resources. From 1936 onwards, urban dwellers
as well as municipal waste services had to collect paper, bones, metals
and other waste materials separately as part of a Nazi project for ‘total’
waste exploitation.* From 1939 to 1945, as historians have amply doc-
umented, the German military and the Nazi Party began systematically
plundering the occupied territories for raw materials, foodstuffs and live-
stock, but—Iless noticed by historians—they equally exploited the waste
of these regions through requisitions and through the forced creation
of economic control organisations that managed both raw materials and
waste.® These organisations aimed to restructure local urban waste man-
agement systems and everyday practices of consuming, wasting and recy-
cling to mirror the ‘total’ waste recovery project back in Germany.

The Nazi recycling system relied heavily on the labour of women, chil-
dren and forced labour and functioned along the lines of National Socialist
racial ideology, leading to many inhuman, even perverse, consequences,
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such as reusing the belongings of concentration camp victims and even
their hair or gold teeth.® In this chapter we foreground a further feature
of Nazi recycling—namely, its outreach to occupied Europe and beyond
through both coercion and cooperation. For the specific case of collect-
ing and recycling bones, we sketch how Nazi Germany established col-
lection infrastructures back home and how that system was transferred
to and adopted in France from 1940 onwards. Drawing on World War I
experiences, Nazi economic planners identified bones as a surplus resource
early on and soon turned schools into collecting centres to raise recycling
quotas. After 1940, they extended these waste policies to occupied Europe
with different approaches and procedures depending on the regional set-
tings. Focussing on the specific case of bones in Germany and France
provides a detailed look at the range of key participants—occupation
administrators, political leaders, local authorities, industrialists, teachers,
hygienists and citizens—and their ongoing struggle over who owned and
controlled the valuable waste of leftover bones.

MOBILISING BONES IN WARTIME: BONES AS A CHEMICAL
AND MARTIAL RESOURCE

Until the early twentieth century, bones provided the foundation of the
so-called bones industry. Since bones consist in large part of minerals,
azotic mucilage and fat, this animal waste component could be turned
into basic chemical stocks like glycerine, stearin, phosphates and phos-
phorus, as well as products like gelatine, tallow, glue, lubricants or fer-
tiliser (bone meal). Slaughterhouses, canteens or restaurants sold their
bones to a vibrant bone trade that increasingly included overseas imports
from cattle-raising countries such as Argentina. The bones’ value was
dictated by their freshness: fresh bones provided a source of many differ-
ent fats, including lubrication oils, and could then be exploited in respect
to their phosphate and azotic content. In contrast, older bones delivered
only minor fat qualities (such as for soap production) and served to pro-
duce glue or bone meal, while most household bones had lost all their
fat through cooking. Nevertheless, until the 1920s, these household
bones also had some economic value inside the so-called rag-and-bone
trade—a trade we would nowadays describe as the recycling industry. In
urban agglomerations, rag-and-bone men—the German Lumpensammler
and the French chiffoniers—bought bones as well as other waste materi-
als such as metals, paper or rags from private households or picked them
up from waste bins and dumps.” Around 1910, this door-to-door waste
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trade was dominated by rags, followed by paper and then bones. As long
as such household leftovers had some economic value, they were amassed
by the local Lumpensammlier. In the 1920s, however, laboriously pick-
ing up bones in spatially dispersed households no longer made economic
sense, and the same was true for household paper by around 1930.

Bones’ importance came to the fore during wartime when naval
blockades hampered imports and the war machinery required ‘martial’
material such as glycerine for the production of explosives or lubricants
to grease military equipment. In late 1914, some German municipalities
installed waste collection services to recover kitchen scraps to be used
for livestock feed and bones as fertiliser. As spontaneous, local responses
to shortages, these recycling efforts were communal or citizens’ initia-
tives, but by 1916 the state began more systematically to explore waste
recovery at the national scale. The 1916 Voluntary War Aid implemented
forced collections of bones, paper and fruit stones, and in 1917 the War
Committee for Collection and Aid institutionalised bone collections
throughout Germany in cooperation with the bone industry and the
German wartime control offices.?

Germany’s bone industry endured up to the mid-1920s with around
50 bone factories in place.” Having one in nearly every region kept
transport fast and short. Production capacities declined with the reces-
sion of the late 1920s but were soon reanimated by the autarchic policies
of Nazi Germany. From 1934/1935 onwards, bones, including those
from households, once again became a sought-after asset. Production
capacities were rehabilitated, and while overseas bone imports dropped
the national bone supply rose through intensified collections. In 1937
the main points of origin such as slaughterhouses, meat-processing plants
or restaurants were obliged to collect their bones and sell them to the
bones industry. In parallel, different Nazi organisations and institutions
such as the Reichserzichungsministerium (Reich Ministry of Education)
or the Reichsfranenausschuss (National Women’s Committee) advocated
for or implemented houschold bone collections in urban areas.!® As a
result, almost 100,000 tonnes of bones were gathered in that year, and
propaganda reported that 10,000 tonnes of fat, 15,000 tonnes of glue,
gelatine and bone meal, as well as some 45,000 tonnes of feed and fer-
tiliser could be obtained from them. At the same time, the recovery
rate was seen as still too low when compared to the estimated 420,000
tonnes of bones annually produced in Germany.!! In the ensuing years
the recycling quota was raised so that roughly a third of these bones
were recovered.
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Waste recycling was integral to Nazi autarchy plans, as demonstrated
by Adolf Stocker’s widely disseminated brochure ‘Used Materials
Management’.!? It listed figures on material quantities and finan-
cial exchanges that could be saved through waste recycling—in the
case of bones, for instance, Stocker counted that the import surplus
of 33,800 tonnes, worth 2.48 million Reichmarks, could be substi-
tuted by national bone recovery efforts—ranking third behind rags
and scrap iron with import surpluses worth 34 million and 5.2 million
Reichmarks, respectively. To reach the autarchic aims through exploiting
waste, in 1937 Goring appointed Wilhelm Ziegler as Reichskommissar
fiir Altmaterialverwertungy (Reich Commissioner for Scrap Salvage)
under his Vierjahresplanbehirde (Office of the Four Year Plan), and an
array of decrees and orders began to systematically restructure waste
flows. Urban municipalities were forced to collect kitchen wastes and to
recover reusable materials inside their municipal waste services; the rag-
and-bone trade was aryanised; private households were told to hoard
items like tin foil, paper, leather and bones for the rag-and-bone men
and for separate collections or Stossaktionen (shock actions), carried out
by party organisations and, increasingly, by school children. In 1938 a
Reichskommissarviat fiiv Altmaterialverwertung (Reich Commissariat for
Scrap Salvage) was formed under the roof of the Economics Ministry,
and in 1940 Hans Heck took over from Ziegler.

Initially, bones were primarily seen as a means to cover the so-called
Fettliicke (fats gap). Nazi Germany lacked industrial as well as edible fats;
the soap and detergent industry in particular imported most of their
needed fats and oils.'® In 1936 the Uberwachungsstelle fiir industrielle
Fette (Supervisory Office for Industrial Fats) determined that any bones
recovered for stock feed and fertiliser had to be degreased of up to 1%
of their fat content beforehand, and prohibited the relatively inefficient
fat removal process of boiling or steaming bones in favour of extrac-
tion via benzene or other solvents.!* Later on, in addition to the fat
and soap argument, Nazi propaganda highlighted the broad spectrum
of important base materials that could be gained by bones. The ‘bone
tree’ (Fig. 1) visually illustrated the multiplicity of substances and deriv-
atives extracted from bones. The tree’s trunk, represented by bones,
expanded into three main branches (‘bone fat’, ‘degreased bones’, ‘raw
neatsfoot oil”) that gave way to several bifurcations: derivatives, technical
and consumer goods such as glue, colourants, soap, medicines, varnishes,
matches, wire insulation and precision oils. Wartime propaganda regu-
larly pointed out that around 80-100 manufactures were generated on
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Fig. 1 ‘Bone tree’. Clipping from a 1939 Nazi propaganda brochure (Sowurce
H. Kihn, Jeder mufs helfen! Eine lehrreiche Unterbaltung von Dr. H. Kiiln, Referent
beim Reichskommissar fiir Altmaterialverwertuny (Berlin: n.p., around 1939), 15)

the basis of bones.!> In 1942 the military importance of bones led to
the installation of a Sonderbeaunftragter fiir Knochen- und Hornerfassung
(Special Representative for the Seizure of Bones and Horns) inside the
Reichshommissar fiir Altmaterialverwertung (RfA) (Reich Commissariat
for Scrap Salvage).

ScHOOLS AS WASTE COLLECTION CENTRES: HOow THE NAZIS
COLLECTED WASTE AND BONES

Starting in 1940, German schools served as waste collection centres and
the Nazi regime exploited this infrastructure as a way to reach deeper
still into the waste bins of citizens, particularly with the successive break-
downs of the traditional rag-and-bone trade, municipal waste services
and, later on, most means of transport. After Jews had been expelled
from the scrap trade and German rag-and-bone men were conscripted
as soldiers, schools compensated for the lost collecting capacities. School
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children were asked to collect paper, metals, tin foil and so on from
their own as well as their neighbouring families and bring them along
to school.'® Additionally, special Altstofflehrer (Waste Materials Teachers)
were appointed to control and handle the results and transfer them to
the local rag-and-bone trade. In 1941 a new scoring system motivated
children by awarding prizes to those pupils and schools that reached the
highest results at the Gau (political district) and national level.1”

Bones led the way for this development. Schools had been tested as
collection points to intensify and accelerate bones’ return to industry
from 1937 onwards. On 28 January 1937 the Ministry of Education
allowed the different Gane to install regional school collections, and
early that year, Berlin pupils collected bones under the slogan ‘Germany
needs resources!’!® On 24 November 1939 the Ministry of Education
reissued the 1937 order now under war conditions, specifically calling
for more collections in regions where the bone industry lacked supply.'?
When schools in 1938 had to include the subject of Altstoffkunde (waste
materials and their recycling) in lesson plans, the Knochenlehrkarte
(bone chart) (Fig. 2) was the first sample of several Robstofflehrkarten
(raw material charts) for schools to use as didactic teaching aids. All
of them suggested a flawless recycling of bones, scrap, rags and paper,
respectively, into new goods.??

Focussing on the material transformations of recycling, these illus-
trations overlooked the more critical, labour-intensive and occasionally
unhygienic processes such as accumulating, stockpiling, disassembling,
sorting or transporting the actual waste. Collecting bones—Ilike kitchen
waste—could easily produce a foul, even unhygienic result. Parents,
teachers and even public health authorities regularly expressed worries
about insanitary conditions, including the spread of infectious diseases.
Indeed, when transport capacities dwindled, the collections of bones—
that citizens meanwhile were not allowed to throw out any more—were
temporarily banned in some regions in the name of hygiene.?!

In total, schools collected between 22,000 and 26,500 tonnes of
bones annually.?? By 1943 the accumulated sums, which were to be regu-
larly reported to regional economic authorities and the RfA, included not
only the cities of Vienna, Salzburg and Gdansk, but also Luxembourg,
Kattowitz, Poznan and Liberec. In 1944, waste collections reached
their limit. For one, consumption was extremely restricted—paper
was hardly available, textile ration cards were temporarily suspended
altogether and meat rations were reduced. For another, in bombed-out
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Fig. 2 Knochenlehrkarte, designed as a material flow diagram of the steps and
substances of bone recycling (Somrce Sammlung Forschungsstelle Historische
Bildmedien, Universitit Wiirzburg, FHBW,/21231 (Schulwandbild ‘Die
Verwertung des Knochens’. Serie: Haferkorn and Priemer, Technologische Tafeln
zur deutschen Nationalwirtschaft, 1 (Leipzig: “Kultur” Verlag fir Lehrmittel,
around 1937)))

cities, schools closed and transport became unfeasible. In response, the
Reichstelle fiir industrielle Fette (Reich Office for Industrial Fats) helped
develop the ‘soap for bones’ system.?3 For nearly five years, soap had
been available only through a special ration card. From April 1944
onwards, central collection points provided a stamp for each kilogram of
bones that citizens handed over; five such stamps gave authorisation to
obtain one bar of soap.

MOBILISING FRENCH BONES

These efforts to mobilise bones were not limited to German civilians. In
February 1940, shortly before his appointment as Reich Commissioner
for Scrap Salvage, Hans Heck drafted a memo explaining that short-
ages in bone supply threatened to cut oft German military production;
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fewer bones meant less glycerine and phosphorus for the production of
ammunition and explosives, less lubricant for guns and airplanes and less
Klaunenfett (neatsfoot oil) for torpedo tube grease, the supply of which
he estimated would be depleted in two months.?* To increase this sup-
ply, Heck encouraged collections from Wehrmacht troops—the largest
consumers of meat rations—although his office received little support for
these efforts. In July 1940, following the successful invasion of Western
Europe, the Reichstelle Chemie (Reich Office for Chemicals) requested
the Wehrmacht supreme command to allow a special delegate to target
the bones supply of the newly occupied territories and help restart pro-
duction of two bone-processing facilities in Paris. The request, however,
was denied because the Wehrmacht wanted to reserve the right to all
seized raw materials, including bones.?

Though the Wehrmacht had nominal control over the bone supply in
occupied Western Europe, their initial reluctance to work with the Reich
Commissioner for Salvage meant that local actors had more room to take
the initiative. This independence was particularly the case in France—
Western Europe’s largest supply of bones—particularly because of the
peculiar political and economic situation. Following the June 1940
Franco-German Armistice the Germans allowed Marshal Philippe Pétain
to head a French government in Vichy in the unoccupied southern
zone, separated by a demarcation line from the German-occupied north,
including Paris. Despite this physical separation, Vichy representatives
carried out economic negotiations with the Germans in occupied Paris
and legislation subsequently passed in Vichy applied to the whole coun-
try (with the exception of de facto annexed Alsace and Lorraine).

Nevertheless, the original impetus for French bone collections came
from neither the Vichy regime nor the Germans, but from a represent-
ative of the French chemical industry, René Liger—simultaneously
Secretary-General of SUDOS, President of the Glues and Gelatines
Group and Vice-President of the Chemical Bones Industries Syndicate.
In September 1940, when German companies began ordering large
amounts of gelatine, glue and tallow from French companies, Liger
took action. He convinced the Chemical Bones Industries Syndicate to
hire six out-of-work salesmen from their factories as ‘technical inspec-
tors’, tasked with travelling throughout France—including the non-
occupied zone—to encourage mayors, prefects and other officials to
oversee separating bones from municipal waste, to direct them to the
traditional bone-trading industry and to facilitate their bulk transport
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to factories. Perhaps through Liger’s lobbying an inter-ministerial order
of 12 November required mayors to organise bone collections as part
of regular rubbish collection and limited fat removal to extraction via
organic solvents like benzene or gas.?®

Local authorities did not appreciate these initiatives, which they per-
ceived as an unnecessary, costly and unhygienic burden. On 5 December
1940, one of Liger’s technical inspectors sent Lyon’s municipal admin-
istration a copy of the 12 November order along with a questionnaire
asking for the names of those currently collecting bones, the locations
of their warehouses and the companies using those materials. Within a
week the director of Lyon’s incinerator, René Martin, replied that almost
no bones remained in the waste stream; piotenrs (bone-pickers) pulled
out the most valuable bones from waste bins and sold them to a local
factory, the Maison Coignet. For that reason, he discouraged any special
collection. The pressure from the chemical industry continued through
spring 1941, when a commercial representative of Coignet (and mem-
ber of Liger’s syndicate) formally complained that Lyon’s incineration
plant violated the 12 November order by not separating out bones.
Nevertheless, Martin’s arguments convinced City Hall to prevent the
organisation of household bone collections.?”

This reticence on the part of municipalities continued even after
Marshal Pétain issued his decree on the ‘salvage and use of waste prod-
ucts and scrap’ on 23 January 1941. Like German scrap legislation from
1937 and 1938, it forbade anyone ‘to burn, throw away, or destroy

. rags, scrap iron and scrap metal, old paper, feathers, rubber, bones,
furs and hides, animal hair and manes, [and] glass’. To enforce this leg-
islation, Pétain created the Salvage Service in Paris on 24 January 1941,
an office under the supervision of the German administrative officer Paul
Niessner. Tellingly, Niessner’s first action was to request a German trans-
lation of the 12 November Vichy bones legislation.?8

A March 1941 Salvage Service report confirmed that most French
cities had not implemented the 12 November order, the ‘provisions
[of which were] difficult to apply, and, in fact, [were] not applied’.
As in Lyon, rag-and-bone men traditionally ignored the smaller, less
lucrative bones, and French housewives did not usually set them aside.
Furthermore, transportation difficulties—as had already been discovered
in Germany—could prevent the efficient recycling of collected bones.
In one Parisian waste-processing facility a pile of bones quickly attracted
‘vermin’, ‘spread an unbreathable odour’, and had to be destroyed in
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order to prevent conditions that could have ‘favoured an epidemic’. For
these reasons, the report concluded that bringing bones to school was
‘quite utopian’ and to be avoided.??

Although the Salvage Service did not support the idea of school chil-
dren collecting bones, this was the favoured strategy of the Nazi repre-
sentatives in France. On 20 February 1941, Hans Heck chaired a ‘mixed
committee for salvage’ with French officials in Paris. He opened by
detailing how salvage operations had progressed in Germany from the
initial reliance on professional salvage trade to the increasing use of party
organisations carrying out so-called shock actions targeting one type of
waste product for a fixed period of time. He then turned to his pet pro-
ject: school collection drives. For bones, Heck argued, children had ‘per-
formed best of all collectors’. After the Salvage Service director expressed
his worries about hygiene, Heck explained how German schools had
been equipped with separate bins to keep the bones.3? In his final closing
speech two days later, Heck returned to the importance of bones:

Many see in this secondary raw material a worthless, contemptuous, even
quite unappetising material. These people should learn from the surprising
fact that one produces about eighty articles made of bones: glue, glycer-
ine, soap, candles, fats, gelatine, photo materials, etc. Most surprising and
interesting for the French housewife would be the fact that you would not
need soap [ration] tickets if all bones were collected in households.3!

Heck concluded by calling for ‘action committees’ to be set up through-
out France that would coordinate shock actions and school collections.
The Salvage Service director quickly implemented these initial meas-
ures. Preceding the meeting, he had already asked the Ministry of
Interior to create ‘departmental action and propaganda committees for
waste and scrap salvage’, a ‘project ... to which the occupation author-
ities attached an extreme importance’.3? But, just as municipal govern-
ments opposed the 12 November order, so too did local officials oppose
this latest effort to collect bones. In early June the head of one depart-
mental action committee decided to exclude bones from the list of col-
lected materials “for hygienic reasons’.33 Another departmental action
committee director objected to bones, not only because houscholds
had relatively few to spare but also because ‘asking children to bring the
bones of meat consumed by their family, would lead certainly to discus-
sions in families [by children] who would not understand how some eat
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more meat than others’. Rationing meant that this objection emerged
less from class divisions than from a fear that children might unwittingly
reveal that their families purchased meat on the black market or illegally
butchered their own animals.34

In September 1941, Hans Heck returned to Paris to discuss school
collections with the heads of the Salvage Service and by the end of the
year the departmental action committees had divided France into sep-
arate zones, each with a designated collector from the traditional rag-
and-bone trade.®® In mid-March 1942 the Salvage Service sent out
detailed instructions for organising school collections along with forms
for keeping track of the kind, quantity and value of the materials. They
advised teachers to nominate students as ‘scholar collectors’ and to direct
profits to the state-run charity Secours National.3¢

Despite these instructions, confusion reigned at the local level. The
promised forms often failed to materialise and school administrators
addressed their complaints to the Secours National, rather than to depart-
mental action committees. By summer 1942 the Salvage Service had
suspended the collection of bones from schools because of the summer
heat and the inability to store bones hygienically.?” By late 1942, it had
become clear that school collections had failed. The Secours National for-
mally withdrew their support and requested that school teachers remove
the posters from their classrooms and destroy all the ‘salvage authorisa-
tion cards’ given to the children to prevent any future illicit trade or sales.
In a meeting with the Commissioner of National Education a Salvage
Service official admitted that these collections ‘relied uniquely on chari-
table incentives and that these incentives [had] become more and more
insufficient given the frequency of the appeals made to public generosity
and the hesitation ... of individuals to part from their household rubbish’.
To compensate for the transportation difficulties and the lack of individ-
ual incentives for participation the Salvage Service official suggested hav-
ing more limited drives, focussed on one material at a time and possibly
rewarding children through lotteries with prizes such as bicycle tyres.38

Niessner, who had been receiving monthly statistics of the collections
since April 1942, supported these suggestions. His intervention in the
local salvage collections increased significantly after the Germans occupied
much of the southern zone after 11 November 1942. At that time, local
field commanders surveyed prefects on the subject of salvage ‘actions’ and
school collections, asking about the status of such collections, tonnages
acquired, means of propaganda and destination of the recovered material.
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At the end of December, Niessner instructed the Salvage Service to order
that all prefects provide the requested information.3”

Parallel to these school collections, Liger continued to advocate
for an intensification of bone collections from municipal waste, even
though statistics showed that bones were almost entirely absent in the
waste stream; one study claimed that they comprised 1.38% of the trash
in 1936, 0.55% in 1940 and 0.38% in 1942.40 In carly 1941 a lack of
bones had shut down operations at Liger’s SUDOS factory in Bordeaux.
When Liger first met with a Salvage Service official in April 1941, he told
him ‘to uproot the old encrusted bureaucrats’ and urged the recovery of
bones from household rubbish. He also explained that the director of his
Bordeaux plant had cooperated with local authorities to set up a house-
hold kitchen waste collection using a system of two waste bins.*!

Even after this local experiment failed because of transportation dif-
ficulties, Liger closely followed the drafting of a decree to regulate the
processing of bones from butcher shops, kitchens and canteens and was
‘particularly happy’ to learn of its being passed in January 1942. The
new legislation facilitated municipal bone collections by requiring cit-
ies with more than 2000 inhabitants to install ‘covered receptacles’ for
bones in all places that prepared food, including ‘restaurants, cafeterias,
hotels, hostels, hospices, hospitals, clinics, middle schools, high schools
[and] prisons’. Designated collectors in each department were to remove
the bones regularly from these receptacles and to provide monthly dec-
larations of the total amount of bones they had sold and the amount
of stock on hand. The following September, Liger inquired whether it
might be possible to set up a bone—soap exchange based on the rag—
textile exchange that the Salvage Service had already put in place.*?

Though Hans Heck emphasised the connection between bones and
soap collection in his speeches to the Salvage Service in February 1941,
he did not propose a bone—soap exchange at that time. As early as 21
August 1941 the Salvage Service delegate for the non-occupied zone in
Lyon reported that many departmental action committees had proposed
reimbursing those who brought bones with additional ration tickets for
soap; he thought that city halls could distribute small bars of soap, ‘300
grams for 10 kilograms of bones’. A year later, after receiving no support
from the main office, the same delegate discovered that the Section for
Chemical Industries objected to such an exchange, a position he charac-
terised as ‘truly deplorable’. He advocated for a trial run in one depart-

ment which could be ‘quickly extended to all of France’.#3
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Such an experiment came about in Saint-Quentin, in northern France,
through the initiative of a local factory owner who wanted to make a
low-grade soap from a stock of collected bones that had accumulated
because of a lack of transport. Discussions began in October 1942 and
by the end of the year the Salvage Service had decided to use Saint-
Quentin to test the efficacy of a bone-soap exchange. The exchange
opened on 12 January 1943 (thus preceding the exchange points in
German cities) with two distribution centres, where every 2 kg of bones
would earn a coupon for one small bar of soap or a packet of detergent.**

The first results were promising, bringing in 820 kg on the first day
and an additional 700 kg on the second day, including 100 kg from a
‘German source’. Informal surveys of participants revealed that house-
wives had previously thrown out or burnt their bones.*®> The Saint-
Quentin experiment was soon extended to other large cities in the region
as well as Bordeaux, because of the presence of the local SUDOS plant.
These exchanges also brought in bones from hotels, restaurants and
bars—establishments that had been required since January 1942 to set
aside bones, but that had largely ignored the order.*¢

Although Niessner harshly criticised the disorganised way the French
had handled the school bone collections, he strongly approved of their
bone—soap exchanges. On 1 August 1943 the German delegate for bone
salvage, Dr. Panneck, met with Niessner and Salvage Service officials in
Paris to encourage the ‘intensification of the bones output in France’,
including extension of bone-soap exchanges to all French cities.*”
He returned on 17 September 1943 to complete his discussions with
the French authorities. Before his arrival the Salvage Service provided
Niessner with statistics on the capacity of factories processing bones, the
monthly amounts processed in 1943 and a table of the materials pro-
duced, including glues, gelatines, fats, oils and bone meal, as well as a
request for additional allocations of fuel and tyres.*® During the meet-
ing with Panneck, Niessner complained that the French authorities were
‘studying things too closely’ and urged them to scale up bone—soap
exchanges immediately.*”

This extension proved to be more difficult than anticipated. By
December 1943 the lack of available railway cars completely shut down
the sale of bones in places like Lyon, Lille, Rennes, Toulouse and
Montpellier.?® Niessner ordered German field commanders to make
inquiries and they followed through by meeting with prefects, techni-
cal inspectors and regional delegates. This intervention helped alleviate



BONES OF CONTENTION: THE NAZI RECYCLING PROJECT ... 133

transportation difficulties as German authorities cooperated with local
officials to prioritize bone shipments.5! Renewed propaganda for bone-
soap exchanges came into force in mid-January 1944 and new centres
opened with varying degrees of success on 13 March 1944 in Besangon,
Dijon, Macon, Toulouse, Saint-Etienne and Lyon.>?

These centres were closely monitored by Liger, who maintained his
influence until the end of the occupation. At a June 1944 meeting with
representatives from the chemical industries, he argued forcefully to con-
tinue with bone-soap exchanges.?® Although the liberation of French
territory in August and September 1944 temporarily disrupted the activ-
ities and organisation of the Salvage Service, the collection and sale of
used bones continued uninterrupted. Fourteen cities maintained their
bone—soap exchange centres through October 1944 and an additional
three cities had reopened centres by November. In March 1945 the
Salvage Service—which continued to function under the new Provisional
government—drafted a long report on bone—soap exchanges with the
intention of continuing them in the near future. From January 1943 to
February 1945 the program netted 933 tonnes, the equivalent of two
trains with 60 fully loaded cars. Yet, in liberated France, these train cars
represented economic collaboration. Not surprisingly the report claimed
that deliveries to companies during the occupation ‘had been very small’
and ‘the near totality of the bones collected ... didn’t profit the German
war effort’. Rather than attribute that lack to transportation difficul-
ties the report attributed the low numbers to ‘the resistance spirit of
the [bones] traders” who ‘knew [how] to profit ... from the disorgan-
isation of transports in order not to deliver the bones to factories and
conserve in their storehouses the reserves’. Now, however, with a public
who would no longer have the ‘thought in the back of their minds that
they were contributing to the enemy’s war effort’, participation could
increase, particularly with a new propaganda campaign, using posters,
pamphlets and radio broadcasts.>*

This peculiar transfer of bone recycling from Nazi Germany to France
from summer 1940 to 1945 complicates our understanding of eco-
nomic collaboration with, and passive resistance to, German economic
demands. Bone recycling was neither a direct imposition by the Germans
nor an independent innovation of the Vichy regime. It was a conjoint
Franco-German initiative, but—as this study shows—an initiative shaped
greatly by conditions on the ground. Heck’s desired bone collec-
tions in schools, supported by Niessner, were stymied by local French
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actors—mayors, teachers, departmental action committees and the lead-
ership of Secours National—but it was paradoxically many of those same
local actors who guaranteed the success of the bone—soap exchange.
Furthermore, that programme may be an example of a French initia-
tive that was encouraged by the Germans and then exported to German
cities, although further study would be needed to confirm that transfer.
Finally, the continued involvement of Liger and representatives from
SUDOS from 1940 to 1945 emphasises the key role of industrialists in
shaping recycling policy.
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PART III

Coping Strategies and Creating Privileges

Coping strategies under German occupation were extremely varied,
ranging from the establishment of private companies to prostitution
resulting from poverty. An important role in this respect was played by
attempts to gain a position of relative privilege—for example, as a worker
in a vital wartime industry or as the recipient of benefit payments.
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only possible from Nazi Germany or territories dominated by Germany.
The German occupiers also took some home-grown food for their own
needs. The state created a food-rationing system intended to give each
individual access to a basic quantity of food at a reasonable price, while
the occupier had a say in the amounts of these rations.

Standard official rations in Belgium were average compared to neigh-
bouring countries: lower than in Germany and the Netherlands, but
higher than in France.? Some categories of the population, such as preg-
nant women, industrial workers or miners were entitled to extra rations.
Next to objective factors, political considerations (including economic
exploitation) determined which groups of the population would be allo-
cated these additional food rations. Underground miners received sig-
nificantly higher rations—in February 1941, for instance, they received
twice the normal bread and meat rations—as the heavy work required
a greater calorie intake and coal production was key to the German war
economy.3

The production, distribution and processing of food was organised
by the National Corporation for Agriculture and Food, a new institu-
tion based on the Nazi model.* Success was limited: consumers did not
receive the food they were entitled to according to the rationing table.

The Belgian consumer needed additional sources of nutrition next to
the official rations to cover even the minimum food intake. As a con-
sequence, other actors became involved in food supply—for exam-
ple, employers in heavy industry and coal-mining, which formed the
backbone of the Belgian economy and were of central interest for the
German war effort. The problem was the same as for the ‘normal’ con-
sumer: theoretical (higher) rations were seldom provided in reality and
workers with a physically demanding job needed additional sources of
food to get the necessary minimum calorie intake.

Food shortages were problematical both for workers and employers,
who wanted to continue with production and needed a workforce able
to perform at the necessary level of effort. This position was argued for
from a macro-economic perspective in an internal memo of the Société
Générale, Belgium’s main holding company at that time, which con-
trolled about 40% of (heavy) industry. The Société Générale had played
a central role in food supply in World War 1.> The memo was about the
position of business regarding production for Germany and was based
on a macro-economic assessment of the capacity of the Belgian economy
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to export industrial products in order to pay for necessary food imports.
The calculations were based on the nutritional needs of the population.
The point of reference was World War I, more precisely the amount of
food deemed necessary at that time by the Commission for Relief in sup-
plying Belgium with basic food from abroad. Such rations were low, but
they would ensure the population could survive. In the inter-war period,
it was argued that the standard of living had increased and it would be
‘dangerous’ to impose the same deprivations on the Belgian population
in 1940 as in World War I, although it was acknowledged that rations
at the time the memo was written (July 1940) were indeed low.® The
memo does not take into account a key difference between World War
I and what was planned for the second occupation. Whereas in World
War I, Belgian industrial production dropped dramatically and industry
nearly came to a standstill (the coal mines excepted), the argument in
this memo was that industry had to produce in order to import enough
food to cover the structural shortage. This implied that more food would
be needed than during World War I to maintain labour productivity.

Whereas in the beginning of the occupation food had been the con-
cern and responsibility of the state, it soon became clear that employers
had to play a role as well to make sure that workers had a minimum sup-
ply of food. The employers intervened with the authorities to improve
the official rationing system, presenting themselves as spokesmen of their
workers in order to provide extra food in the factories. This policy was an
economic necessity: the deficiencies in the official rationing system were
such that, without extra food, production could not be maintained in
the long run. A telling example is the contents of the packed lunch of a
miner in 1941, who had only two or three slices of bread with marma-
lade. Before the war, a miner consumed during his lunch 700 g of bread
with butter or fat and 100-150 g of cheese or meat.” Such a dramatic
drop in food intake bore no relation to the difference between pre-war
food intake and the quantities listed in the rationing tables. These work-
ers were in a certain sense ‘privileged’: they were entitled to extra rations
and their wages were above average, which made it easier for them to
cope with shortages as compared to workers with low wages. However,
productive capacity was undermined, as evidenced by the example of
decreased production of coal mines in the south of Belgium (Wallonia),
which was often attributed by the management and the occupier to lack
of nutrition.3
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Next to economic and humanitarian motives, political considerations
played a role: food supply was highly politicised. The German occu-
pying forces wanted to enhance the sense of their legitimacy by giving
extra food directly to the population, although only to those directly
useful for economic exploitation of the country. A good example is the
Hilfszug Bayern (‘Bavarian aid train’), which had been operating in the
coal-mining regions since March 1941, distributing soup directly to
the miners.” The political significance can be seen in the problems that
occurred at the Zolder coal mine. The soup arrived at the railway station,
but would be cold when served to the miners returning from the early
shift; it had often also started to ferment. The management of the mine
was summoned by the local German commander, and ordered to install
a kitchen to serve soup of the same quality as the soup offered by the
Hilfszug Bayern. The employer, therefore, had to take responsibility for
the initiative from the occupier.!® The occupier also used food to inter-
vene directly in the day-to-day management of the coal mine. The fact
that the local German commander insisted that the soup should be con-
sumed by the miner himself and not shared with his family indicates that
maintaining production was the central objective of the Hilfszuy. The
success of the initiative was hindered by the fact that miners had to hand
in rationing stamps for the soup.!!

Food supply was also a concern for the military administration since
shortages triggered labour protests and threatened Rube und Ordnuny
(‘law and order’), one of the basic objectives of the military administra-
tion. From that perspective, it was not altogether logical that the new
Agriculture Corporation was dominated by newcomers from the New
Order parties. This Corporation was not capable of organising food sup-
ply in an efficient way and made itself unpopular with the farmers, to the
extent that a dispute on paying the compulsory membership triggered
a crisis in the judiciary. The same was true for the special administra-
tive judiciary, established under German pressure to cope with massive
breaches of food supply regulations. Since the system conflicted with
the separation of powers, it was often met with a passive boycott by the
Belgian authorities.!?

The political significance of food is obvious from this macro- and
institutional perspective, but politics played a role at the shop floor level
as well.
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FAcTORY AND FOOD

The chronic lack of food undermined individual labour productivity and
threatened the supply of the workforce (food shortages motivated some
miners to accept work in Germany), as well as the regularity and conti-
nuity of the production process: some miners were weakened and had to
stop work before the end of the shift, and cases were even reported of
death due to malnutrition.!3

Production was disrupted when workers began finding alternative
ways of obtaining the food that they lacked. Priority was given to direct
food production over wage labour. In young industries situated in rural
areas (e.g., coal mines in the north of Belgium), wage labour was com-
bined with farming. The working class here had recently formed and
maintained its agrarian roots.!* Miners combined wage labour by con-
tinuing together with their wives to exploit their small farms.!® Those liv-
ing in cités (‘grouped housing’ which miners rented from the coal mine)
did not have enough land to grow vegetables and kept rabbits or a goat
instead. To feed these animals, they cut and gathered grass and leaves
in the shared garden areas of the ci#é.!® In industrial regions, where
this combination of wage labour and farming was not possible, workers
left the factory for a few days to work with a farmer, especially during
harvest, in return for a part of the production. Others travelled to the
countryside to buy food directly from the farmers, which was one of the
multiple faces of the black market.!”

Organised small-scale gardening had existed since the late nineteenth
century as a Catholic charity initiative to educate workers and keep them
away from Socialism. Workers could rent a small plot of land to grow
vegetables. This initiative expanded after 1940: the local section of the
organisation tasked with fulfilling the initiative in Berchem (near the city
of Antwerp) received hundreds of new applications in 1941 and bought
extra land for the newcomers, whose preference was to grow potatoes, a
basic and popular staple.!® The organisation modernised itself and suc-
cessfully resisted integration into the National Food and Agriculture
Administration. The number of members skyrocketed from about
50,000 in 1938 to 373,000 by the end of 1941.1°

Workers tried to produce at least some food themselves, even in the
industrial regions. In Courcelles, a typical industrial town in the indus-
trial heartland of Wallonia, 217 of the total urban area of 1098 hectares
was used for gardening in April 1941.2°
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An extensive black market developed in Belgium, the result of a
chronic lack of food supply, inefficient organisation of food distribu-
tion, a dirigist system where farmers received too little and a bureaucracy
that was unable to suppress fraud. For the whole Belgian economy, it
is estimated that, depending on the year, between 8 and 19% of GDP
was unofficial.?! The black market was an alternative way of getting extra
food. More products were available and some could only be obtained
via these unofficial channels. However, high prices meant that the black
market was less of an option for workers, especially those who were not
well paid. The family of a worker in the glass industry would have been
relatively well off before the war, but could take only 48% of its food
from the official rationing system in 1941. Such families purchased items
on the black market, but could only do so using their savings.??

Workers did have alternatives to being black market consumers. They
could use the supply side of the black market instead of the consumer
side to make money in order to buy food. Some workers had access to
products they could sell. Miners were entitled to a certain amount of
coal for the needs of their family. In World War II a portion of this could
be sold to get money to buy food or else the coal could be bartered
directly for food. Women in the coal-mining regions also had opportu-
nities to participate in this coal trafficking outside the workplace. The
trains transporting coal lost some of their load while driving or when
they halted for a red light. Women would seize these opportunities to try
and take some coal from the ground or from the train. In the Limburg
coal-mining region an informal system was built on this type of traffick-
ing: one man bought the coal and, with the money gained, lard could
be bought from another person, who had via the black market access to
meat.?3

The black market developed into an ‘institution’ external to the
firm, but the shop floor also served as a place for black marketeering—
for example, in the Tudor battery factory, where about twenty workers
sold food and tobacco during working hours. Workers’ participation in
the supply side of the black market could threaten the regularity of their
work. In the Tudor factory, some workers were frequently absent. One
gave as an explanation his commercial activity on the side. He had bought
a large stock of wood and had been absent for a day during which the
whole stock had disappeared. The presumption was that he had sold the
stock on to make money. One of his colleagues was more explicit about
why he was not turning up at work. Asked why he was regularly absent
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from work for one or two days a week at a time, he answered that one
day spent at work would mean & /Joss that could amount to 300 francs
a day (the daily minimum wage was about 40 francs). In other words,
not going to work and being involved instead in black market activities,
would generate a higher income than his normal wage.?*

In 1943 a supervisor of a coal mine spotted a miner who was on sick
leave taking a train to the capital city Brussels from the remote village
where he lived. He received a sanction but made an appeal to the mining
administration. He did not deny having travelled to Brussels during his
sick leave, but argued that he did this to buy fish for his family, which
was cheaper in Brussels. The administration’s inquiry revealed that on
another day of his sick leave he was seen carrying a sack of coal. Since
it was forbidden to engage in commercial activity during sick leave, the
sanction was maintained.?® This man was apparently at the same time
both a buyer and a seller on the black market or the non-regulated
market.

Foobp VERrRsSUs MONEY

Employers provided extra food for their workers as part of a broader
political project. The end of the pre-war trade unions and collective bar-
gaining was compensated for by the Comité Central Industriel (CCI)
(‘Central Employers’ Organisation’) who, in September 1940, estab-
lished a social policy programme at the factory level aimed at strength-
ening the link between worker and company. The intention was to foster
social harmony by establishing factory councils and social services often
led by a social worker.26

During the early phase of the occupation the issue of food shortages
was incorporated into this policy. Big factories offered extra food to
their workers: soup, complete dinners in the canteen or food products
at a low price. It was a systematic initiative—an example of which was a
project of the CCI in early 1941 whereby cheese was imported directly
from the Netherlands to be distributed in the factories.?” Employers also
supported the auto-production of food by their workers by making areas
of land available. The employer monitored the production together with
the workers as a means of strengthening the ties between worker and
company.?® A large chemical company offered the Catholic Gardening
Organisation chemical fertilisers to increase production and also housed
the extended staff of the organisation in its building in Brussels.?’
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Providing extra food was also a method used to encourage regular
working habits among employees. From January 1942 on, miners were
entitled to extra rationing stamps only if they had worked for 12 days
without interruption.3? For Russian POWs, who had been working since
1942 in the Belgian coal mines, food was used in an even more sophis-
ticated and repressive way to maintain regular productivity. These new
miners were divided into three categories, depending on their output:
those whose output was 70% or more of a Belgian worker were labelled
as ‘good’ and received a complete meal and an extra ration, those who
had an output of 50-70% were ‘normal’ and were entitled to a com-
plete meal, while the ‘bad’ (less than 50%) did not even receive a com-
plete meal. In addition, there was a system of ‘motivation’, also aimed
at enhancing regularity in work: those who had worked well during
the week received 125 g of sunflower pith for free. Russian POWs had
a wage, but it was not paid in money. They received instead a canteen
book in which the salary was recorded and a credit given, but this was
dependent on productivity. The credit could be used to purchase prod-
ucts for daily use, including beer, tobacco, extra food and other bever-
ages. In the Zolder coal mine, for instance, Russian miners bought 400 g
of fruit per day. The canteen was run by the mining company, but con-
trolled by German authorities, for whom the canteen was a means to
increase productivity. The German authorities complained that the food
on offer in the canteens was insufficient and was therefore not stimulat-
ing productive work. A small poll organised by the Germans showed that
foodstufts were high on the list of POWs. An alternative way for Russian
POWs to obtain extra food was making wooden objects with wood
found in the mine. The POWs exchanged these objects with Belgian
miners for food.3!

Food served as a disciplinary tool for Belgian miners as well. One
of the measures to increase coal production was enforcing work on a
Sunday. To make sure that workers would show up, the extra food min-
ers received for work on a Sunday was used as a sanction: the extra food
was taken from those who did not show up and distributed to those who
had worked, who received a supplementary incentive.3? As such, this
technique to promote regularity at work was not entirely new. After the
1941 strike, next to the wage increase of 8%, a system of premiums was
introduced in the coal mines, one of which was labelled a ‘regularity’
premium.3? Giving extra food was a more powerful incentive than giving
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money. Food was an immediate and certain reward, while money was an
intermediate means to access food, involving much more uncertainty and
offering as a general rule less return in terms of quantity of food. In gen-
eral, providing extra food in kind gave the employer a more direct means
of impact and control over the worker.

These efforts to provide food at the factory level were not only part
of the strategy to strengthen the position of employers at the expense of
the labour movement and public initiatives, and to maintain production,
they were also a means to avoid monetary wage increase. Food short-
ages and rising black market prices incited workers to demand higher
wages, as became clear with the growing strike activity by the end of
1940.3* Employers intervened with the authorities to improve the offi-
cial rationing system aimed at containing monetary wage costs. If the
official rationing system functioned well, workers would be less inclined
to demand higher wages. If the authorities did not succeed in improv-
ing the rationing system, the alternative was providing financial compen-
sations for businesses. In 1942 the Coal Mine Employers’ Organisation
obtained financial support to provide the miners with rations equal to
those of miners in Germany.3®

Why a monetary wage increase was to be avoided was explained to
the Head of the Economic Section of the German administration in
February 1941. He insisted on the necessity of higher wages in the near
future. Belgium was cut off from overseas trade and needed food from
Germany, Russia and other European countries, where prices were rising.
A wage increase was inevitable and would lead to higher industrial prices
in Belgium.3® Here, the German officer touched on a sensitive topic for
his interlocutors. Belgian workers had argued they did not want higher
wages, but a better food supply. It might be true that prices of food were
on the rise, but since other products were scarce, more money was left to
spend on food. Belgium had to consider its economic future, the argu-
ment ran; prices should be at a level that would enable the Belgian econ-
omy to remain competitive in the European market. As a consequence,
wages had to be low. This was in line with the long-standing compet-
itive strategy of the labour-intensive, export-oriented Belgian industry,
which was based on low-priced semi-finished products.?” The represent-
atives of the CCI finally used a political argument against a monetary
wage increase—namely, that taking it back would be difficult. The only
acceptable alternative was an increase of child benefits, the argument ran
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in an internal memo, where it was accepted that the prices of food and
products of prime necessity had risen sharply since the invasion. But a
wage—price spiral had to be avoided, since it would endanger the com-
petitive strategy of Belgian industry and threaten the Belgian franc.
Another political danger was that the German authorities might make a
concession on a wage increase in order to make the new collaborationist
single trade union popular with the workers. In the propaganda, a wage
increase could be framed as a victory for this union.® Avoiding a mone-
tary wage increase explains to a large extent the efforts to provide work-
ers with extra food. This concern for food supply was also in line with
the economic policy of the Belgian business sector.

SURVEYING THE STANDARD OF LLIVING OF THE BELGIAN
WOoRrxING CLASS

The economic policy outlined in the memo of July 1940 aimed at safe-
guarding a minimum level of food consumption for the population.
Belgium’s economic elite took this seriously. In the spring of 1941 the
Société Générale requested the sociologist and historian Guillaume
Jacquemyns (1897-1969) to conduct an inquiry into the living condi-
tions of the working class. He was a recognised specialist in social survey-
ing and had studied the social situation of the miners and unemployed
in the 1930s.% Jacquemyns’ research was not only a source of informa-
tion on the conditions of the working class, but also a political docu-
ment. The initial idea was to organise a small inquiry involving miners
and metalworkers, who would be asked to fill out a form during their
lunch break on their personal situation regarding food supply. An internal
memo argues that, from a methodological point of view, this would not
lead to a reliable result. Some workers would bring only a little food with
them to make their colleagues and employer feel sorry for them. The sur-
vey, it was recommended, should include all the meals in one day, the
worker should be monitored in a family context and the period should be
longer—the span of one rationing period. The survey should be super-
vised by a social worker and comprise several families per factory. The
need for a more elaborate survey was not only motivated by methodo-
logical considerations. Scientific authorities as Jacquemyns cautioned that
the survey would become a valuable instrument to justify and defend the
policy of the Belgian economic elite, during and after the war.*0
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The first results of the inquiry were not encouraging. Jacquemyns
compared the ‘vital minimum’ of four families without children, in 1937
and again in August/September 1941, ranging from those living with
a permanent shortage of money to those who had just enough money,
but lived prudently and thriftily. Jacquemyns concluded that these four
families would all be in a situation of structural shortage in 1941 even
though they had twice as much money as in 1937.#! The focus on the
lowest strata of employees shows that a dramatic drop in the standard of
living was taken for granted and that the objective had become to just
maintain a vital minimum for the period of occupation.

Jacquemyns was enthusiastic about the social policy in the factories,
showing that the employers cared about their workers. In a letter to the
sponsor of the research, governor Galopin, Jacquemyns referred to a
recent increase of the bread ration for the miners. He was convinced that
the interventions of the governor of the Société Générale had had an
impact on that decision.*?> He hinted at the systematic interventions by
Belgian businesses in the policy making of Belgian and German author-
ities in order to improve food supply and rations. In March 1941 the
Federations of Coal Mining, Steel, Engineering, Textiles and Building
(all sectors useful to the German war economy) asked for a hearing with
the secretaries-general (the top civil servants and the supreme political
authority in occupied Belgium) for the departments of labour, economy
and agriculture to improve food supply for their workers and for the
whole Belgian population. The arguments developed in the letter refer
not only to the issue of food shortage in the spring of 1941, but also to
the political risks the deteriorating supply posed for Belgian businesses.
Food shortages were critical in the industrial regions, where people had
no direct contact with the countryside, and in the coal mines. The situ-
ation in semi-rural areas was somewhat better, but would worsen when
the harvest of 1940 was consumed and the loss of livestock would inten-
sify food scarcity. Industry representatives protested against the German
policy to give extra rations to those workers producing directly for the
German army and the coal mines, steel, engineering and clothing manu-
facture, since this would lead to social divisions. At the social level, it was
recognised that, as long as the food supply of the Belgian population as
a whole was insufficient, the inequality would continue to trigger feel-
ings of envy, discontent and even social disorder. From the perspective
of labour productivity, this favouritism was inefficient since the workers
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concerned would try to share the extra food with their family and not
consume it all themselves. Since specific groups of workers were tar-
geted, conflicts within the enterprises were triggered where workers were
excluded from extra food handouts. Therefore, the first demand was to
make sure that the needs of the whole population were covered and what
was left could be distributed to workers with a physically demanding job.
Otherwise, as the Federation of Coal Mining argued, the population
might think that the extra rations for the miners and other workers were
given at the expense of rations otherwise intended for the general popu-
lation. The industrialists feared being perceived as economic collabora-
tors. This arose from the second key argument: the occupying forces had
an obligation to feed the Belgian population properly and should not
confiscate Belgian food for their own needs. This would be in conflict
with international law (The Hague Convention) and, more importantly,
would put into question the economic policy of Belgium’s economic
elite. Belgian industry had agreed to produce for Germany, the argument
ran, in order to be able to feed the population, but the situation was
dramatic: Belgium did not receive enough food imports in return for its
industrial production and people were not receiving the food they were
entitled to according to the rationing tables. The situation of food supply
was even worse than in the darkest periods of World War I. In Germany,
rations were higher and not only on paper. Since industrial production
was continuing in order to guarantee food supply, rations for the Belgian
population should equal the German level *3

The secretaries-general were reluctant to act as go-betweens with
the Germans. The idea to give priority to rations for the greater pop-
ulation was good in principle, but the Germans favoured the workers
who were producing what their war economy needed most, if necessary
at the expense of the rest of the population. The Secretary-General for
Agriculture argued that mining companies had asked his ministry for
potatoes and food just for their workers. The delegate of the Federation
of Coal Mining answered that these interventions were carried out under
pressure from local German commanders, who in turn were answera-
ble to delegations of miners asking for more food. The same was true
if, as the Secretary-General for Agriculture argued, the management
of the mining companies intervened with the local German command-
ers. Such interventions were also a reaction to the demands of workers’
delegations.**
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WORKERS’ DISCONTENT

This political discussion refers to the practice of workers to make an
appeal to different authorities—employers (organisations), Belgian
administrations, local German authorities and the official trade union—
and to play these authorities off against each other. A grass roots trade
union in the industrial basin of the so-called Centre, in the province
of Hainaut in the southern part of the country, founded in October
1941 as an alternative to the official trade union, used this strategy in a
sophisticated way. The new association was based on the unity of all the
workers and was organised in such a way that its leaders—a committee
composed of elected delegates of the different factories in the region—
were accountable to the rank and file.#> The association focussed on
material defence of the workers according to the framework set by the
employers at the beginning of the war, with the dialectics between extra
food supply in the factory and monetary wage increase as the central
point. One of the first demands was the distribution of extra food, in
this region coordinated by the regional employers’ organisation. This
coordination was copied by the workers’ association. It was agreed that
delegates would ask for the same amount of extra food in all the facto-
ries where they had a spokesman: ‘the same demands in all factories, on
the same day, at the same hour’ was the guideline. The common list of
demands was presented in December 1941 to all the metal companies
in the region. Delegates were to put pressure on the employers to make
sure that they kept their promises.*®

Distribution of extra food in the factory by the employer had become
for this association a 7zght for the workers and employers were held
responsible for the food supply of their employees. This right could if
necessary be exacted from the employers via the military administration,
so that when food was refused in a factory the delegates had the right to
complain to the local military commander.*”

When an employer was unable to provide workers with sufficient extra
food at a reasonable price the alternative was a wage increase. In 1942
the association presented the doléances (‘lists of grievances’) of the work-
ing class from the Centre: workers needed sufficient food, coal for heat-
ing at work and at home, clean working clothes, transport from home
to work and health protection at work as well as for school children.
An alternative to food was ‘money’ (higher wages) enabling workers to
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consume on the black market.*® But, this was only the second option.
The black market, it was argued, should disappear, since it institutional-
ised social inequality: workers obtained nothing, while rich people could
procure everything they wanted.*?

The employers accepted the trade union as a negotiation partner and
the representatives had access to the regional employers’ association.?® In
line with the policy of the CCI, these employers did not recognise the
official trade union, which had obtained the monopoly of workers’ rep-
resentation from the Germans. Moreover, the employers in the Centre
region tolerated and offered a framework for the organisation to develop
its activities (it could, for instance, organise meetings with the workers).
There was room for workers’ representation 7 the factory. Their impact
depended basically on a balance of power in which representation was one
of the elements. In contrast to the pre-war situation the employer became
the first and main point of reference for the actions of trade unionists,
the political and administrative authorities being relegated to the second
plan. Demands were first put on the agenda with the employers, from
whom a solution was expected. If the employer refused to give extra food
a workers’ delegation went to the local German military commander.>!
The occupier was a temporary ally, putting pressure on the employers to
make concessions, but the Germans were more of a threat to this asso-
ciation than a help. At the meeting where the association was founded,
it was stated that the new organisation was #légale pour Pautorité occu-
pante, mais légale pour nous, ouvriers de ln région du Centre (‘illegal for
the occupying authority, but legal for us workers of the Centre region’).>?
The association warned its militants against too violent attacks against the
Germans, since such campaigns could endanger it.53

The employers reacted to the common list of demands of December
1941, including a wage increase, by shifting the responsibility to
the Belgian state: wages were blocked and authorisation from the
Commissioner for Prices and Wages was needed to meet workers’
demands.>*

The association sent letters and a delegation to the Commissioner but
tried to send a representative of the employers’ organisation as well, so
there would be no doubt that responsibility lay with the employers in
the first place and not with the state. It was only in June 1942 that a
delegation of the employers could be convinced to accompany a work-
ers’ delegation to a hearing with the Secretary-General of Agriculture.?®
Although the association was satisfied that it was recognised by the
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Belgian authorities and the employers, the joint delegation involving
the employers and the Department of Agriculture was not a complete
political success. First, the delegation met the Secretary-General of
Agriculture, a domain where the employers were not directly involved
in contrast to the Commission for Prices and Wages, which had pow-
ers over wage formation. Moreover, it was not just one representative of
the employers who joined the workers’ delegation, but the delegation as
a whole was composed of an equal number of employers and workers.
The president of the regional employers’ association opened the meet-
ing by exposing les doléances de ln classe ouvriere du Centre (‘the lists of
grievances of the Centre’s working class’). Just as was the case in the
first months of the occupation the employers acted as the spokesmen
and representatives of the workers. Then, he gave the floor to the work-
ers’ delegates. The focus was on the deficiencies of the rationing system
(an old problem), the lack of potatoes, fraud, the black market and the
problem of food supply in general. The workers complained that in their
region large quantities of potatoes had been delivered, but workers could
not get access to any. The employers’ association volunteered to organ-
ise the transport and distribution of potatoes. The Secretary-General of
Agriculture firmly rejected this suggestion since it would undermine the
official rationing system and encourage fraud.>® Politically, the employers
had shown that they understood the sorrows of the workers and were
prepared to offer an alternative to the deficiencies of the official rationing
system, but they were also frustrated by the Belgian political authorities
responsible for food supply.

The representatives of the workers had to go alone to meet the
Commission for Prices and Wages in January 1942. The efforts to
convince a delegate of the employers’ association were to no avail. The
Commission refused to accept the trade union as a dialogue partner and
workers were forced to voice their demands via the official union. Since
this was not an option the employers were pressed again, due to a slow-
down in production, to provide extra food and pay higher wages. In par-
allel, the efforts continued to be heard by the Belgian authorities, using
the internal divisions of the Belgian administration: the Commissioner
for Wages was a member of a collaborationist party, while the Head of
the Department of Labour was close to political Catholicism. Through
the intermediation of a pre-war Catholic trade union leader, who also
opposed the official single union, the organisation was granted a hearing
with the Head of the Department. In response to the threat of social
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action, he gave them new arguments for their negotiations with the
employers: the employers could give loans to their workers and, although
officially it was forbidden, the employers could distribute food obtained
via the black market. The Head of the Department gave a hint as to what
was going on: 10,000 kg of peas had recently been sold to personnel
at the ministries at a low price. The Head of the Department even suc-
ceeded in organising a meeting with the Commissioner for Wages the
same day. He explained that a new wage classification was in preparation
and would be binding on employers.>”

Since the Belgian authorities were not helping workers, in September
1942, after a period of slowdown in production, a strike ultimatum was
presented to the employers to obtain a wage increase that would com-
pensate for the rising cost of living, as well as extra food distribution in
the factories and an extension of the distribution of supplementary food
stamps for workers with a physically demanding job.>® This catalogue of
claims was to a certain extent a return to the pre-war system of industrial
relations based on index-linked wages, with the incorporation of extra food
provided by the employers to substitute the failing food supply organised
by the state. For the association, extra food was an acquired right and the
association returned the strategy of the employers: when their lobbying
with the political authorities failed to bring results the employers had to
take over. The employers were not prepared to give in and the workers
went on strike, although without leaving the buildings, thus transforming
the action into a kind of sit-in. The local German commander intervened
initially as a mediator, then employers’ and workers’ representatives were
both summoned. Shortly afterwards hostages were taken and the strike
spread to more factories. It ended when the leader of the association was
imprisoned, but the employers still made no concessions.

The series of actions carried out by this association allows insight into
the strategy of the employers to shift labour relations to the factory. This
unofficial trade union succeeded in imposing itself as the representa-
tive body of the workers at the expense of the official trade union. This
ambition was not really obstructed by the employers, who were pre-
pared to negotiate and, to a certain extent, even to support the work-
ers. The fact that the employers had organised themselves at the regional
level was used as an implicit argument by the association to do the same
and to put into question the monopoly of the official union. In this, the
employers supported the workers, but their support had clear limits. To
the extent that the demands of the association called into question the
legitimacy of the state-organised rationing system, they could accept a
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partnership with the workers’ organisation. However, by sending a
delegation equal in number to the workers’ delegation the employers put
themselves on the same footing as the workers when their demands were
voiced with the authorities. Monetary wage demands were a controver-
sial issue: a partnership with the workers at the state level to increase
monetary wages was ruled out and confrontation in the form of strike
action prevailed on the shop floor. The employers were in a stronger
position as they were backed by the occupier, even though the employ-
ers as a general rule made no appeal themselves to the Germans who
expected labour relations and disputes to be settled directly between
employers and workers.

The strategy of the employers to grant only extra food had its lim-
its. There may have been valid economic arguments against a wage—price
spiral, but this does not mean that workers were convinced that a wage
increase was not necessary. As a consequence of the rationing of food
and the bad organisation of food supply, the black market flourished;
much food was available there, but at a very high price, and thus wage
increases were necessary for participation in the black market. As it was
summed up in an internal meeting of the unofficial trade union: Toute
Passemblée se trouve d’accord pour reconnaitve que nos salaives sont de bean-
coup infévienr an cont de la vie. De la si nos patrons ne savent pas nous
Sournir du vivre a des prix abordables, qu’ils nous donnent des augmenta-
tions de salnives qui puissant nous permettent (sic!) de nous approvisionner
an marvché noir (‘All present at the meeting agree that our salaries are
much too low as compared to the cost of living. So, if our employers can
not provide foodstuffs at an affordable price, they should pay a higher
salary to enable us to buy food at the black market”).%0

Obtaining higher wages was often a strike motive, as in the case of the
major strike in May 1941, in which 70,000 workers were mobilised for
21 days. As a result of the strike, wages increased by 8% across the whole
private sector. This wage increase was a political defeat for the employ-
ers, since their aim was to avoid a monetary wage increase. The strike
also gave workers their political voice back. A delegation headed by a
Communist leader negotiated with the authorities and employers could
no longer present themselves as the only spokesmen of the workers.6!

Next to strikes, workers were building new types of representation,
factory based and bottom up: representatives of factories in specific
industrial sectors federated into regional associations. After the May
1941 strike the Communist Party started to organise trade union sec-
tions in the factories. These Comités de lutte syndicale (‘Committees of
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Union Struggle’) favoured a more radical trade unionism and used
the threat of strike as a weapon, even though Germans had prohibited
strikes.%? Via the illegal press the Comités de Lutte Syndicale criticised the
employers by pointing to concrete elements of their social policy in the
factory and, in general, by accusing the Belgian business sector of eco-
nomic collaboration as they were producing for the enemy and driven
by profit making. The Comités de Lutte Syndicale demanded a pay rise—
such demands were always high (50%)—explaining that the workers were
suffering from hunger and shortage, transtforming shortage of food into
a political argument.%3 This demand for wage increases can be read as a
call for production profits from Germany to be redistributed among the
workers, who were incited to slow down or sabotage production.

Other illegal, non-Communist unions organised in the (big) facto-
ries as well and had a radical programme including social demands and
organised strikes.®* Depending on the balance of power, representatives
of these radical unions were able to set themselves up as spokesmen of
the workers or were integrated into the factory councils established at the
initiative of the employers as an alternative to the pre-war trade unions.%®
Belgian business was in a position of strategic dominance to deal with this
threat: the reconfiguration of labour relations put into the hands of the
factories offered the employers a means to answer the demands of the
radical unions. Although wages were blocked, employers had alternatives
to pay their workers more. After 1943, they offered illegal wage increases,
often disguised as ‘loans’.%¢ This was not limited to some firms, but was
a policy and an answer to the situation in factories and the demands
and pressure on the workers and their organisations, where labour mar-
ket shortages and the value of production for the German war economy
played a role. Strikes in 1940-1941 were most frequent in sectors directly
useful for the German war effort such as coal mining and engineering.%”

Tllegal wage increases not only had an economic, but also a political
relevance, as was evidenced in the cement sector. This sector was pro-
ducing directly for the war effort: cement was used to construct German
military defence structures such as the Atlantic Wall. The Belgian cement
companies decided to sell their surplus cement bags to the Organisation
Todt (a civil and military construction group) on the black market. The
profit was distributed directly to the workers as an (illegal) financial
bonus.®® This not only created solidarity in the production for Germany,
it also enabled the workers to participate in an indirect way in the black
market and share some of the profits it generated.
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Something similar was attempted in the coal mines in 1943. The
director for the coalmines of the Société Générale proposed to pay a
financial bonus in coal. Everyone knew that the miners would not use
the coal themselves, but would prefer to sell it on the black market.
This would lead to greater availability of coal on the Belgian market.%”
This proposal had a financial background (it appeared to be less of a
cost and avoided monetary wage increases), but it had political signifi-
cance as well. The proposal would associate the workers with the black
market, not as consumers, but in their capacity as producers, putting
them in a position to take profit from the black market, of which they
were in general a victim, while offering businesses an opportunity to
make profits. Moreover, the whole idea also provided an answer to the
issue of economic collaboration. Economic collaboration was framed
as favouring Germany at the expense of the Belgian market and pop-
ulation. Products badly needed by the Belgians (in this case for heat-
ing and preparing food) were shipped directly to Germany or used for
the needs of the German economy via the organised economy. The
miners would act as an intermediary to fuel the black market, increas-
ing the share of Belgian production available for Belgian small con-
sumers while at the same time withdrawing coal from the German war
economy.

The relocation of labour relations onto the shop floor put the
employers in a position to react in a flexible way to social demands,
without having to make concessions that would be binding for the
whole sector of the economy. The fact that employers increased wages
and broke with regulations not only enhanced their political legiti-
macy, but also implied that morally they had the right to decide on the
future of the concessions they had made, since these were not legally
binding. Peter Scholliers has made it clear that employers were more
inclined to pay higher wages from 1943 onwards. While prices had
risen sharply in the first half of the war the increase was much lower in
later years: in 1941, food prices multiplied by a factor of five; in 1944
the increase was limited to 5%. Workers were accustomed to high price
levels and received relatively more compensation from their wages by
the end of the war than at the beginning. This eased social tensions in
the transition from war to peace in 1944 /1945, especially compared
to the post—-World War I situation, when the social climate was more
tense.”?
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

Belgian workers and miners were confronted with a permanent lack of
food since the official rationing system did not provide the nutrition they
were entitled to. For economic and political reasons, employers gave
their workers extra food and lobbied with the authorities to improve the
official rationing system. The workers considered this extra food as an
acquired right and felt that the employers had a responsibility for their
food supply. This led to political tensions with the creation of new work-
ers’ organisations, also demanding a monetary wage increase, which
the employers wanted to avoid for economic reasons. Since prices were
extremely high the black market was little more than a second option for
workers who found other means of getting by. Using their capacity as the
country’s producers, they participated in an allocation mechanism that
was necessary to survive the war.
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‘Dem tschechischen Arbeiter das
Fressen geben’: Factory Canteens in the
Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia

Jaromir Balcar

INTRODUCTION

It was none other than the self-proclaimed chief expert on the ‘Czech
question’, Adolf Hitler, who—as late as October 1941—vehemently
opposed the introduction of communal mealtimes in the Protectorate.
“The installation of factory canteens had to be avoided in the Tschecher,
the ‘Fiithrer and Reich Chancellor’ blustered in one of his infamous table
talks, ‘since the worker, in spite of small rations, would get better food at
home, for the Czech woman is famous for her cooking skills’.!

But things turned out completely differently. In the course of World
War II, gastronomic institutions, which had still been widely unknown
in Bohemia and Moravia during the inter-war period, were introduced
for the provisioning of the (mainly Czech) workers in the Protectorate
according to the Reich German role model. In a first step already taken
in 1940 but not yet centrally enforced by state authorities, soup kitchens
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were set up in a number of armaments factories. In August 1941 the
Office of the Reich Protector, the highest German occupation authority,
obliged all armament factories in the Bohemian lands to run lunchrooms
or canteens, in order to feed employees at their workplace.? The manda-
tory installation of canteens across almost all branches of the industrial
sector of the Protectorate finally began in July 1942.3

Although factory canteens never came close to the claims of German
propaganda that most of the workers in the Protectorate were fed
at their workplace, the scale of the enterprise was impressive. By the
summer of 1943, works kitchens or canteens had been set up at 1300
sites, feeding approximately 500,000 of the 1.8 million employees in
the industry.* At the time it was assumed that, by the end of the year,
approximately 80% of the industrial employees in the Protectorate would
be fed at their workplace. Although this assumption was far from real-
ity the introduction of communal meals made an impact, especially in
large enterprises. By the summer of 1943 the canteens of the Prague
Engineering Corporation CKD were feeding some 12,500 workers
completely. In the first half of 1943, they provided nearly 1.4 million
lunches, and in the same period the company subsidised its provisioning
department with a pay-out of 3.5 million crowns.?

Based on rescarch in German, Russian and Czech archives and
focussing on three large enterprises from different branches of the
Protectorate’s industrial sector,® this chapter tackles the following ques-
tions: What were the motives and reasons for the establishment of canteens
in the industry of the Protectorate? In other words: Why was communal
eating indispensable under the conditions of Nazi war economy and occu-
pation? Who initiated the installation of works kitchens? Did the German
occupation authorities comply with the wishes of the Czech workers or did
the Germans pursue their own goals? Also, what was the role of the enter-
prises in setting up canteens: How did the workers react to them? And did
communal feeding actually improve the nutritional situation of the Czech
labour force, as the Nazi propaganda would not tire to affirm?

BoHEMIA AND MORAVIA: A SPECIAL CASE AND A CASE
OF PARTICULAR INTEREST

Before addressing these questions, we have to take a closer look
at the region surveyed in this chapter, the western part of former
Czechoslovakia, today by and large the territory of the Czech Republic.
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At that time, it was the first European region with a predominantly
non-German population to be forcefully integrated into Nazi Germany.
Its border regions had been transferred in the course of the infamous
Munich agreement in September 1938, before the Wehrmacht occupied
the heartland of Bohemia and Moravia in March 1939. The area then
became attached to the Reich as the Protectorate.”

Although located to the east of Germany, Bohemia and Moravia
were not among the European regions the Nazis wanted to exploit as
a reservoir for labour slaves, agricultural products and raw materials.
Due to both its level of modernisation, which was unparalleled in East
Central Europe, and a traditionally large sector of arms production,®
the Protectorate emerged as the Riistkammer des Reiches (‘Arsenal of
the Reich’) within the groffdentsche Wirtschaftsranum (‘Greater German
Economic Sphere’) in the course of World War 11.° Owing to the
remarkable contribution of Bohemia and Moravia to the German war
effort the Nazi occupation policy in the Protectorate differed signifi-
cantly from the blunt terror in other occupied regions of Eastern and
South Eastern Europe. In short, the Germans implemented a Western-
style occupation policy in the Protectorate, which can be compared to
their procedure in France, Belgium or the Netherlands rather than to the
atrocious crimes committed in Poland, the Balkans or in the occupied
regions of the Soviet Union.!? Despite this, however, the Czech people
did not count among the more favourable Slavonic nations according to
racial (or rather racist) perspectives of the Nazis.!!

Focussing on the installation of factory canteens reveals a signif-
icant long-term difference between developments in Germany and
in the Bohemian provinces. In Germany the first canteens had already
been established around 1850 and then expanded quickly after the turn
of the century.!? In the Bohemian lands, only a few factories—most of
them located in the major cities of Prague and Pilsen—installed facili-
ties to feed their employees before the beginning of World War II. In
the Protectorate, canteens were only implemented on a large scale from
1940 on, starting with companies in the armament industry. Factory
canteens had their heyday in Bohemia and Moravia during the Nazi
occupation. It was not until after the war began that Czech trade unions
started to organise the education of cooks, who would later work in fac-
tory canteens. More and more factories also began to raise cattle and
grow vegetables and fruit in order to improve the food supply for their
canteens.
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The main reason for this remarkable delay in establishing factory can-
teens were significant differences in the socioeconomic structures preva-
lent in the industrial sectors. In Germany, industrialisation had gone
hand in hand with urbanisation. Thus, the large industrial enterprises
were to be found mainly in big cities like Berlin or in urban agglomer-
ations like the Ruhr Basin. Since the late nineteenth century the labour
force in these areas had increasingly been housed in industrial residen-
tial centres, workers” barracks or communal tenements. An example fre-
quently mentioned in historiography are the Krupp factories in Essen,
where mandatory communal meals in factory canteens had been intro-
duced very early on.!3 In the Bohemian lands, however, the industrial
village was the predominant socioeconomic signature. Accordingly, out-
side the major cities of Prague and Pilsen, the so-called kovorolnici (‘steel
farmers’) dominated the labour force. They derived their main income
from working in the industry, but supported themselves with a small
amount of agriculture on the side'* and were therefore not dependent
on being fed in canteens. They even refused to receive meals at their
workplace because they were unwilling to pay for something they could
obtain for free at home. This structural peculiarity later on created prob-
lems for the Protectorate authorities and enterprises alike, because the
steel farmers often did not turn up at the factories during harvest time,
which caused notable losses in production.!®

Even after the canteens were introduced in the Protectorate, they
remained significantly different from their counterparts elsewhere in
the Reich in terms of how they were organised, governed, so to speak,
and run. Though the factory kitchens in the Protectorate were run
by the respective enterprises, they were controlled centrally by the
Representative for Communal Catering who resided in the liaison office
of the Reich Protector for the Czech trade unions, the existence of
which was another special feature of the Protectorate under Nazi occu-
pation.!® The liaison office also handled the central distribution of extra
food rations, from which the canteens benefitted initially, though only
for a short period of time, while the company bosses and factory com-
mittees enjoyed a certain, though rather limited, freedom in arranging
the menus and fixing the prices for the meals. Due to the limited power
of the so-called food committees, which existed in a number of enter-
prises, the labour force ended up having little influence over the works
kitchens.!” In short, the workers had to pay for the food they obtained
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at their workplace, but had little say regarding the menu or the price.
Moreover, both the quality and the quantity of the dishes served in fac-
tory canteens were a constant source of complaint.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF SCARCITY: MOTIVES FOR THE
INTRODUCTION OF FACTORY CANTEENS IN THE PROTECTORATE

Although agriculture was still an important part of the Protectorate’s
economy, Bohemia and Moravia were unable to produce enough food
to sustain their population and thus depended on the import of food-
stuffs.!® The Germans, however, used all the hard currency available
to them to purchase indispensable raw materials on the world market
in order to keep their armaments production running at full speed—
and in the spring of 1939 the Germans also took control of the reve-
nues for industrial exports from the Bohemian provinces. Consequently,
food shortages became a signature of everyday life in the Protectorate
almost immediately after the German invasion, when food imports
came to an end. The situation was all the more alarming to the occu-
pation authorities, because the Czechs blamed the Germans for the long
queues in front of the grocery stores and the scarcity of food. As the
Sicherbeitsdienst (SD) (‘Security Service of the SS’) reported in June
1941, there were rumours among the Czech population that the sup-
ply situation was becoming even worse because ‘the Germans would eat
everything up’.!? This attitude resulted in panic buying of food, which
further worsened the supply situation in the Protectorate. Thus, the
question of food supply turned into a potential threat to the mainte-
nance of public order in Bohemia and Moravia. Something had to be
done to calm public opinion among the Czech population.

The worsening of the supply situation was one problem the Germans
tried to address by creating new institutions for communal feeding of
the labour force at their workplace. However, it was the special soci-
oeconomic structures of the Bohemian provinces described above
and, even more so, the decisive changes of these structures under the
German occupation that turned the introduction of factory canteens in
the Protectorate into a necessity. As a matter of fact the war presented
the Germans with a dilemma they were unable to solve.?? Throughout
World War II the occupation authorities could not make up their minds
whether they wanted to exploit the Protectorate as a reservoir of labour
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force—as they later did in other conquered territories east of the Reich—
or whether they should use the region’s considerable industrial capaci-
ties to produce arms and ammunition for Hitler’s war. In the end the
Germans went both ways at the same time: on the one hand, (Czech)
workers from the Protectorate—mostly indispensable skilled workers—
were sent to the Reich on a large scale in order to replace those
(German) workers drafted into the Wehrmacht. Experts estimate that
approximately 600,000 Czechs were conscripted to work in Germany
within the so-called Reichseinsatz (‘Reich deployment’) over the course
of the war.2! On the other hand, the authorities of the German Reich
and the Protectorate, as well as enterprises from the Reich, shifted more
and more tasks crucial to the German war effort into the Protectorate,?2
which remained safe from Allied bombs longer than most regions of
Germany. This development triggered a considerable armament boom in
the Bohemian lands.

As a result of this balancing act the industry of the Protectorate as
well as the state authorities were confronted with enormous difficulties.
They had to raise the output of the armament factories continuously
and at the same time cope with the loss of a larger and larger portion
of the enterprises’ regular staff. In order to compensate for this perma-
nent bleeding, various transfers of labour force from other sectors of the
Protectorate economy to the armament industry were implemented.
First farm workers, then university graduates and independent profes-
sionals and later, increasingly, youngsters and women were now sent into
the armaments factories.?3 In the course of this process not only the staff
of the enterprises, but also large sections of the Protectorate’s population
were mixed up and shifted around a great deal. Thus, the daily trip to
work became longer and longer while means of transport deteriorated.
Above all, the increasing employment of women created problems as
female workers had to do their job in the factory and take care of their
families at the same time. This double burden was even harder to bear in
the face of ever longer working hours and ever longer queues in front of
the grocery stores.>* Feeding the workforce in the factories thus prom-
ised considerable relief in the everyday life of Czech workers, specifically
for the increasing number of working women. Moreover, canteens ena-
bled the Germans to distribute scarce foodstuffs exclusively among those
Czechs who were willing to work for the new masters of Bohemia and
Moravia and thus contributed to the Nazi war effort. Last but not least,
the Germans hoped that canteens would contribute to their project of
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‘depoliticising’ the Czechs by redirecting their interests from a national
level to their personal well-being, in other words, to the social aspects of
life under German occupation.?

However, the establishment of canteens was also favourable from
the perspective of the enterprises. The conscription of ever more Czech
workers for the Reichseinsatz turned labour into a scarce resource. Thus,
strong competition among the Protectorate’s enterprises emerged, spe-
cifically for urgently needed skilled workers. Since the state fixed salaries
and wages centrally,?® measures of social policy within the factories pro-
vided the managers with a substitute tool in order to hold on to their
indispensable staft or to recruit additional workers. A good canteen cer-
tainly was an asset to this end. Moreover, the constant increases in pro-
duction the Germans demanded as the war went on made rationalisation
imperative.?” One way in which enterprises throughout the Protectorate
reacted to this continuous pressure was by establishing works kitchens,
which rationalised, so to speak, the everyday life of the workers and most
notably their food consumption. Clearly, workers had to eat in order to
work—and if, as both the German representatives and the managers of
the enterprises hoped, adequate meals could also contribute to raising
the working spirit of the labour force, all the better.

It might appear strange that there were common interests shared by
the German administration of the Protectorate, on the one hand, and
the industry with its—predominantly Czech—management, on the
other, but this was a common characteristic of the Protectorate. Both
the German administration and the company management saw social
policy as being instrumental to their aims. Their main motivation was
not improving the quality of life or the supply situation of the workers,
but simply increasing the output figures of the industry in Bohemia and
Moravia. The Germans had yet another motive: for them social policy
was a means of propaganda through which they could break the Czech
labour force out of a closed national phalanx of the Protectorate’s major-
ity population and to secure the loyalty of Czech workers, at least within
the production process.?®

The introduction of canteens thus lay at the intersection of social pol-
icy on a company level and state control of the economy. The motive
was the same for both: raising the efficiency and performance of the
labour force and thus increasing production output. Moreover, the
introduction of factory canteens demonstrates some basic characteristics
of Nazi social policy in the Protectorate. The German authorities forced
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companies to implement measures of social policy at the factory level.
The costs of these social benefits, which the Germans liberally used
for their propaganda, had to be borne by the enterprises.?® But, while
the company management at least had a say in this kind of social pol-
icy, the representatives of labour in the factories and across the individ-
ual enterprises had very little influence on its implementation. As was
the case with wage policy the works councils and the trade unions of
the Protectorate proved to be toothless paper tigers, designed merely to
serve the purposes of German propaganda.?? This marks another impor-
tant difference from the Reich, where the Deutsche Arbestsfront (DAF)
(‘German Labour Front’) quite often started initiatives of social policy at
the factory level.

THaE CzECH WORKER AND THE WORKS KITCHENS

Acting partly in alliance with companies and their managers, German
occupation authorities initiated and implemented the installation of
factory kitchens in the Protectorate. The first calls for communal catering
facilities within the factories, however, had in fact come from the labour
force before the outbreak of the war. As stated above, the German inva-
sion immediately caused a noticeable deterioration of the food supply
situation in the Protectorate. In the face of increasing supply problems
the workers of several factories demanded that the enterprises provide
them with basic necessitiecs. This demand, however, did not meet with
the approval of the company management. Already in the summer of
1939 the factory committee of the mine at Nucice, which belonged to
the Prague Iron Industry Corporation, demanded that the management
take measures to improve the food supply for employees.?! Prague Iron’s
CEO refused the proposal, since this was—in his eyes—‘not part of our
company’s business, as long as any possible shortages in food supply do
not impinge on the effectiveness of the company’s work’.3? These hard-
hearted words demonstrate the manager’s lack of understanding for
the needs of his employees. Only after the German authorities exerted
pressure on the enterprises were works kitchens finally established. This
happened in the autumn of 1941, when Heydrich took up office at
Prague castle and when the increasing transfer of skilled workers to the
Reich together with the worsening mood among the remaining Czech
workers began to threaten armaments production in the Protectorate. By
this time, output of the Protectorate industry had already become indis-
pensable to Hitler’s war.



‘DEM TSCHECHISCHEN ARBEITER DAS FRESSEN GEBEN’ ... 175

The initial enthusiasm Czech workers felt towards factory canteens
soon wore off when Heydrich’s well-staged propaganda coup proved
to be a straw fire.33 The special food rations from the Reich, which the
deputy Reich Protector brought with him to Prague to celebrate tak-
ing up office, had created great expectations, which were soon sorely
disappointed. When the special food rations for canteens came to an
end the quantity and quality of meals in the factories deteriorated.3*
Furthermore, employees could not choose whether to eat in the can-
teen or not, because taking part in communal meals was mandatory.
Moreover, the workers had to hand in their scarce alimentary coupons
for these meals, which continuously gave rise to bitter complaints.3

Unfulfilled expectations soon turned into protests and harsh criticism.
In Brno a police report summed up the bitter feelings of the workers in
face of the meagre results of Heydrich’s grandly proclaimed ‘soup action’
with the words: ‘Lots of humbug and in the end nothing at all!’3¢ The
Germans were well aware of the fact that the increasingly precarious sup-
ply situation in the Protectorate was a delicate subject, which had hard-
ened the attitude of the Czechs towards the Nazi occupation. However,
the Germans remained unwilling to relieve shortages in the Protectorate
by providing food from Germany. Thus, German reactions were rather
pointless. In July 1942, Secretary of State Karl Hermann Frank, one of
the most ardent Nazis within the administration of the Protectorate,3”
issued a harsh decree against alleged Esserezen (‘eating fests’) at official
meetings and celebrations, which enraged hard-working Czech labour-
ers. Frank ruled that in the future only stew was to be served at such
occasions.?® However, reactions like these remained strictly within the
symbolic political sphere, and were mere window dressing. They did not
even still the hunger of a single Czech worker.

In spite of all the problems caused, or rather not solved, by the can-
teens and factory kitchens, German propaganda apparently fell on fertile
ground with the Czech labour force. In the autumn of 1941, workers
from other branches and enterprises not considered immediately impor-
tant to the war effort began to complain about (pretended or actual)
neglect concerning their food supply.?® It seems they were afraid that
colleagues working in factories with canteens might be better oft. These
protests finally prompted the Germans in July 1942 to order the estab-
lishment of works kitchens across the entire industry.

The introduction of canteens and soup kitchens, however, did not
alter the fact that the food supply in the Protectorate—seen as a whole—
continued to deteriorate over the course of the war.* The lack of food
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soon became the most criticised issue within the Czech labour force, sec-
ond only to the question of wages. Moreover, the distribution of food
in occupied Bohemia and Moravia had a national or—as the Nazis saw
it—a ‘racial’ bias, as rations in Germany were slightly larger than in the
Protectorate and the provisions for German workers were larger than
those allocated to their Czech counterparts, despite the equal demand
placed on both groups in terms of work output. The blatant injustice of
this double standard probably enraged Czech workers more than any-
thing else. Together with growing despair in the face of a precarious sup-
ply situation and ever longer working hours, this sense of injustice led
to tensions in the factories, often erupting in the form of spontaneous
strikes, which were then brutally suppressed by the Gestapo.*!

CONCLUSION

Did factory canteens really improve the food supply of Czech workers
in the Protectorate? The question is hard to answer on a general level.
Probably they did, but it remains unclear to what extent exactly, because
there are no sources available to answer this question other than at the
level of individual workers. Canteens, generally speaking, made everyday
life under Nazi occupation, which was hard enough during World War
11, a little bit easier. But, canteens alone could not solve the problem of
the Czech labour force’s meagre rations, mainly because the Germans
were unwilling to improve the supply situation within the Protectorate
by a significant transfer of food from the Reich. Thus, the longer the
war went on the shorter the rations of Czech workers became and, while
the supply situation in the Protectorate continuously deteriorated, work-
ing hours got ever longer. In the autumn and winter of 1944, malnutri-
tion among the Czech labour force was widespread, and when more and
more workers fell sick and failed to turn up at the factories, it was neither
because of a lack of working spirit nor a sign of resistance, as the German
authorities would have it, but much rather due to a lack of vitamins and
proteins.*?

Nevertheless, the Germans widely used the introduction of factory
canteens for their propaganda. They were said to be part of their ‘New
Order’ the Czech workers would now be benefitting from. But, the real-
ity in the Protectorate was completely different: canteens were merely a
tool to improve output statistics of arms and ammunition. In that sense,
Czechs were treated and looked upon by German authorities and their
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bosses, whether Czech or German, as though they were machines that
needed fuel, oil and a little mending every now and then—and which
had to be replaced every once in a while.*3 No one else put it as bluntly
as Reinhard Heydrich in an address to the upper echelons of the occupa-
tion authorities on 10 October 1941. Speaking about the goals of Nazi
politics in the Protectorate, Heydrich declared the running of the arms
industry to be of paramount importance in the short term. To this end
the Germans had ‘to give the Czech worker his grub (...) in order that
he can fulfill his job’.** Ruthless as he was, Heydrich’s blunt phrase per-
fectly describes the general attitude of the occupation authorities towards
Czech workers in the Protectorate—and the role factory canteens had to
play in the process of arms production in the ‘Reich’s armoury’.
Although factory canteens only brought meagre improvements for the
mainly Czech workers, they triggered considerable long-term consequences.
Their installation in Bohemia and Moravia set the course for years to come
and was not revised even after the end of the war. There was no change,
either, in the instrumental character of the gastronomic institutions. Under
state Socialism, they even advanced to a place of ideological indoctrination,
where the workers were exposed to a constant stream of propaganda by
Czechoslovakia’s Communist party. But, that is yet another story.
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‘In the Hope of a Piece of Sausage or a Mug
of Beer’: Writing a History of Survival Sex
in Occupied Europe

Maren Roger

Interviewed in 1995, a former member of the Wehrmacht denied that
German soldiers committed sexual violence in World War 11. His explana-
tion why not was simple: ‘In the place where I was, I don’t believe there
was ever a rape. Given the hunger in the population, that wasn’t even nec-
essary. Understand me: if the women wanted to continue living, they had
in fact to prostitute themselves’.! Here, he explicitly indicated that, in the
face of shortages, local women offered sex in exchange for material neces-
sities. This specific soldier was describing his experiences in the Crimea.
From nearby Odessa, Heinrich Boll, the well-known German writer,
reported in a letter to his wife dating from the year 1944 ‘that at the mar-
ket you can buy everything, from a beautiful woman from southern Russia
to a merrily sizzling sausage’.> Hunger in these regions was caused both
by the general situation of war, and by the systematic exploitation policies
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of the German occupiers. Furthermore, however, food restrictions were
part of a specific strategy targetting civilians in these regions, well known
as the hunger plan for the Soviet Union.3 While the territories of Eastern
Europe suftfered particularly severely in this and many other regards during
World War II, German occupation policies caused shortages in every occu-
pied country. These had a drastic impact on civilians, especially children,
the elderly and women—the men being most often elsewhere, whether
fighting, detained in POW camps or working as forced labourers.* In
struggling to make ends meet, many women throughout occupied Europe
(and in Germany itself) had to find new strategies to earn money or to
gain access to food. As numerous studies have shown, women were often
very active on the black markets,® while another and sometimes related
strategy seems to have been what may be called survival sex.% In this chap-
ter I will first introduce the concept of survival sex and describe the under-
developed state of research into this topic for the World War II period.
Second, I will present some findings regarding survival sex in the occupied
Polish territories, drawing on results from an ongoing long-term research
project. Third, I will suggest some possible directions for further research.

SURVIVAL SEX: DEFINITIONS AND METHODOLOGICAL
CHALLENGES

The term survival sex is mostly used in sociological studies of (con-
temporary) groups of girls and women classified as vulnerable, be they
homeless young women, women living in refugee camps, etc.” The
term is typically defined in this work along the lines of ‘the exchange of
sex for material support’,® or the trading of sex acts ‘to meet the basic
needs of survival’, these needs being specified as ‘food, shelter, etc.’,’
a list to which some texts add clothing.!® Aligning these definitions
with Maslow’s well-known hbierarchy of needs, one sees that sex acts are
traded to secure the two most basic categories of human needs namely,
physiological needs and the need for security. Some definitions further
attempt to clarify the roles of force and necessity in compelling survival
sex, differentiating between ‘overt force, fraud or coercion of a trafficker’
and the feeling that ‘circumstances left little or no other option”.!!
Compared to their sociological colleagues, historians who refer to sur-
vival sex or the bartering of sex in the context of World War 11 tend not
to offer precise definitions of these terms. Indeed, it is often the case that
the historiography mentions survival sex, poverty prostitution or hunger
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prostitution as coping strategies in World War II without much further
discussion at all.1? These terms are not often discussed, nor are the impli-
cations problematised—for example, a potential judgemental reading of
the term prostitution.!® These terms do, however, already point at the
fact that food is one of the things bartered for in survival sex, and imply
that trading sex is often caused by hunger. Both hunger and shortage are
the focus of this chapter, so my discussion of survival sex and sexual bar-
tering will pay special attention to this.

Only in recent decades, due to an increased interest in building a his-
toriography sensitive to gender-specific power relations during the Third
Reich, the Holocaust and World War 11, have these questions become
more often discussed (although still rather insufficiently researched). The
existing research provides insights into sexuality inside ghettos and con-
centration camps, including the interactions between German person-
nel and Jewish inmates as well as interactions among prisoners. In this
context the phenomenon of the so-called Piepel (‘penis’) is quite well
known!®>—these were boys or young men who traded sex for food or
protection by persons in power positions in the barracks or were directly
forced by the Lageriliteste (‘prisoner appointed by Nazi guards as trust-
worthy’) into such an exchange—highlighting the fact that sexual bar-
tering and sexual violence is not a phenomenon that can be reduced
to male—female relations. Other recent studies have shown that sexual
encounters between occupiers and Jewish and non-Jewish locals cover
a broad spectrum, ranging from occupier-organised prostitution to
direct acts of sexual violence up to more or less consensual relations. !¢
In most occupied countries, but with regional variations, the German
authorities established and ran their own bordello system.!” It was
mainly local women who worked in these bordellos and had, in many
cases, been sex workers before the war. But it was the need to survive
that made women register as sex workers or pushed them into irregular
sex work, which could also lead to their being registered with the author-
ities as prostitutes.!® The pressures of hunger are a factor mentioned in
the existing literature on sexual encounters between German occupiers
and locals, although the literature also reveals that care should be taken
to differentiate the situations in different countries. In Denmark, Lulu
Anne Hansen argues, sexual involvement with German soldiers was
generally not primarily motivated by economic needs: ‘The economic
advantages of going with soldiers were relatively limited. Denmark was
throughout the occupation well provided for when it came to food,
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so engaging with the occupying forces was not necessary to secure
provisions’.!? Similarly, Gerlinda Swillens’ work on Belgium does not
highlight food shortages as an important motive for local women’s
involvement with Germans.?? But in France, although Fabrice Virgili
points to significant differences between regions, he does attest to hun-
ger as a motivation for sexual barter there. He also shows how, in many
cases, the suffering experienced by many among the population led peo-
ple to treat those women who (allegedly) profited by receiving material
goods, including food, harshly.?! Meanwhile in eastern regions, hunger
as a motivation for sexual encounters seems to have played a much big-
ger role. For example, Regina Miihlhduser discusses material motiva-
tions, including food, for sexual barter in her study of German sexual
encounters in the Soviet Union—although it must be said that her dis-
cussion of this specific topic is surprisingly brief given the catastrophic
nutritional situation in the Soviet Union.??

Those historians who do attempt to define the term survival sex tend
to characterise it in terms of what it is not. In particular, survival sex is
often described as neither voluntary, nor as compelled through direct
violence: ‘Sex for survival is not consensual sex, but one can argue that
it is technically also not violent’.?3 Although direct violence is excluded
by sociologists and historians, all definitions point at an underlying
force compelling persons to offer sexual services as a kind of structural
violence. This idea of structural violence is often more an underlying
assumption than a phenomenon that is explicitly referred to. The con-
cept of structural violence was introduced into academic debate by Johan
Galtung, the most important founding figure in the sociological disci-
pline of peace and conflict studies. In deploying this concept, Galtung
pointed to the fact that poverty, exploitation and social marginalisation
can all be classified as harms, not only in the sense that they can have
very serious negative effects on individuals’ lives, but also because they
are potentially avoidable (and so the damage caused by poverty, say, may
be regarded as active harming). Galtung thus broadened the concept of
violence, arguing that violence was not only harm caused by individuals
or groups who could be identified as perpetrators but that violence could
also have a non-personal and structural dimension.?*

More recently, historians have developed the notion of sexual barter-
ing, which already highlights that exchange processes between occupiers
and locals?® were quite complicated. Such analyses refrain from declaring
sexual bartering to be violent: as Anna Hajkova puts it in an compelling
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article on the sexual economy in the ghetto of Theresienstadt: ‘Barter
always has an element of choice; rape, even if the rapist (such as a pris-
oner-functionary, or kapo) chose to “reward” the victim after the assault
with food, does not have the element of choice and hence is not barter’.2¢
In delimiting rape from bartered sex, Hajkova underlines the element of
choice, and she and others who have studied sexual encounters in the age
of extremes plausibly point to the agency of women (and men) in such
bartering processes. However, and although I utilise the idea of bartering
myself, I would urge great caution in overstretching the idea of agency
in constellations where basic human needs were not fulfilled. In this lat-
ter regard the impact of ongoing and often severe hunger, as was experi-
enced in many occupied European countries, cannot be underestimated.
Hunger can have very severe effects on human behaviour, as nutritionists
and neurologists show, so much so that the very ability of those suffering
from hunger to make choices must be classified as greatly limited. That is,
not only does the experience of hunger create an economic compulsion
to trade more urgently for food—a structural limitation on choice—but
the physiological and neurological consequences of malnourishment over
longer periods can include the loss of personal boundaries. Thus, the sug-
gestion that survival sex and sexual bartering, as actions of free choice, are
not compelled through violence is arguably untenable when considered
both against the structural situation of food shortages and in light of the
physioneurological consequences of hunger.?”

Even granting the relevance of choice in understanding survival sex
raises for historians the severe challenge of evaluating individual deci-
sion making. Among the criteria of survival sex canvassed above was how
much somebody might have fe/¢ that ‘circumstances left little or no other
option’. But, how somebody might have felt can be supremely difficult
to trace historically, and all the more so for an issue such as sexual barter
in wartime. For example, after the end of World War II, most European
societies stigmatised women who had had sexual contact with wartime
enemies and occupiers, and rarely did such stigmatisation differentiate
the various motives women might have had. The women themselves
tended to internalise this societal shaming, and so seldom spoke frankly
about their experiences. Equally, historiographies of World War II seem
to have long omitted these specific survival strategies that challenged
concepts of female and patriotic honour, but this omission can also be
seen as part and parcel of a wider neglect of coping strategies. While his-
torians have studied German exploitation policies, tracing exactly how
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official food supplies were constrained to the extent of informing us of
exact calorie deficits,?® the ways in which individuals coped with short-
age and hunger remained unresearched until very recently, certainly on
a systematic level, as Tatjana Tonsmeyer has demonstrated. Of course,
individual testimonies often allude to the problem of nutrition, the long-
ing for and the struggle for food, but even developing approaches to a
systematising Erfabrungsgeschichte (‘experience history’) is still methodo-
logically challenging.?’

In the following, I will discuss survival sex and sexual bartering as one
coping strategy in the occupied Polish territories drawing on results from
an ongoing long-term research project.3?

SURVIVAL SEX AND SEXUAL BARTERING IN OCCUPIED POLAND

By the end of September 1939, a conquered Poland was divided
between Germany and the Soviet Union. Subsequent to the breakdown
of the German-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact, the German Wehrmacht
would first press farther eastward to be later driven back again by the
Soviet armies, but Poland would remain an occupied country, and one
of the most harshly affected territories of World War II. Of 35 million
pre-war citizens, between five and six million perished, including 90%
of the pre-war Jewish population. In addition, forced labour and mass
deportations affected large parts of Polish society and, overall, tens of
millions of people were physically and psychologically harmed by the
German and then also the Soviet occupiers. During the German occu-
pation the western parts of Poland (with about ten million inhabitants)
were directly annexed by the German Reich, although not granted the
same legal status as other ‘German’ regions. The remaining parts of
Poland conquered by Germany became the Generalgouvernement (GG)
(‘General Government’) for the Occupied Polish Territories. German
occupation policies were brutal in both parts of Poland, although there
were differences.

In both parts of Poland, the German occupiers sought to enforce
strict segregation according to racial categories: the German occupi-
ers were the rulers, supported by a newly created intermediate layer of
Volksdentsche (‘ethnic Germans’) alongside Ukrainians. Below these,
the German ideal placed the Poles, who would serve mainly as a labour
force, and then below the Poles, at the bottom of this hierarchy, the
Polish Jews. This National Socialist hierarchy classified the Poles as
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‘subhumans’ and posited that Germans should have no further contact
with Polish locals during occupation, other than unavoidable administra-
tive interactions. This Umgangsverbot (‘prohibition of contact’) especially
targetted sexual intercourse because National Socialist ideology made it
essential that the Volkskirper (‘German national body’) be kept free of
foreign influences.?! But there was a huge difference between the ideal
and the reality in the everyday life of the occupation3’—a difference the
occupying authorities were well aware of. That is, everyday life during
German occupation of Poland included the whole spectrum of sexual
encounters between German men and Polish women, ranging from sex-
ual violence through prostitution to more or less consensual relations.
(Something similar may be true for same-gender interactions, but this is
less clear from the sources. There is also very scarce evidence for sexual
contact between female occupiers and male locals due to gendered and
racial hierarchies.)

In all territories the Germans occupied the exploitation of resources—
both natural and human—was an integral part of occupation policies.
As physically able men (and women too) were deported to provide
forced labour, or suffered imprisonment, injury or death, this eco-
nomic exploitation assaulted the traditional bread-winners in society.
Urban populations were particularly affected by the limited food supply.
In occupied Polish regions, economic exploitation on top of the ‘nor-
mal’ constraints of a wartime economy meant that official food provi-
sioning in Poland was especially bad. In 1941 the average consumer’s
ration was 845 calories per day, in 1942 it increased to 1070, in 1943 it
even dropped to 853, before recovering somewhat in 1944 to 1200.33
To increase their chances of surviving these food shortages, many Polish
people who lived in the cities engaged in smuggling foodstuffs from the
countryside, where food was somewhat more plentiful.®* But smug-
gling food was not the only survival tactic. Another that was available, to
women in particular, was sexual barter with the occupiers.

In this section, I will argue that sexual bartering and sex work became
quite widespread female survival strategies—a fact that was remarked on
both by Polish patriots and by German authorities. Prostitution is here
understood as regular sex work, sexual acts with different customers—
not an ongoing relation—in exchange for money or in other cases for
food. Sexual bartering is rather connected with one person, be it a one-
time exchange or an ongoing relation. Although both strategies are more
or less consensual, one has to keep in mind that every form of sexual
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encounter in occupied Poland (and in other occupied territories, of
course) took place in a situation where power was distributed very asym-
metrically—German men were multiply privileged: because of their status
as occupiers, because of the racial system and because of their traditional
gender role. Second, sources that can tell us as historians something
about the feelings and motivations for sexual encounters are rare and
have, of course, to be contextualised. Statements made during a police
or court interrogation during the occupation have to be contextualised
differently than those given after 1945, when a particular focus on the
betrayal of the Polish nation would be a subject negotiated in court.

I will now first show how occupation influenced the field of sex work.
In occupied Poland the German authorities established their own bor-
dello system under their own control, a tactic used later in other occu-
pied territories as well. Occupying troops were only permitted to engage
in sexual intercourse in these bordellos. However, the actual reality was
different and prostitution thrived beyond the walls of the bordellos. In
Warsaw, one of the cities that served as a hub for traffic to and from the
front, there were 1482 women registered as prostitutes in 1940; one
year later, there were 1781.3% These figures would have to be expanded
to include the hidden numbers of unregistered regular sex workers as
well as occasional prostitutes. The numbers of registered prostitutes in
Warsaw was already in the thousands, so it seems safe to assume that
tens of thousands of women engaged in trading sex in all of occupied
Poland. It is also highly likely that men also engaged in prostitution but
the sources do not allow this to be reconstructed.

Basic life necessities became so enormously expensive during the
occupation period that average workers had to multiply their earnings
15 times in order to feed a family of four.3® In view of such figures the
pressure everyone or anyone would have felt to earn additional money is
quite clear. The most important option here was the black market, some-
thing which the women dominated. For women who were left to their
own resources the situation was even more dire. In this situation, many
women prostituted themselves for the first time. Predominantly, it was
material reasons that forced them to take this step. Just to give one exam-
ple, a woman in Suwatki complained that her husband was in Germany
working as a forced labourer, yet hardly ever sent her money from there;
she was consequently forced to do something about it.3” Many women
who were officially divorced or whose husbands were in prison occasion-
ally sold sex in order to see themselves or their family through. Hence,
prostitution could be a survival strategy. If one takes as a basis the
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earnings of the woman from Suwatki—there was a police interrogation
about this case—who had sexual intercourse with various soldiers in the
flat of one of the parties involved three to four times a week and up to
three times in one night—one could calculate her earnings (at two
marks per act) to have approached 96 Reichsmark per month. That was
admittedly more than just extra income. By comparison a cleaning lady
in a German army camp on Polish territory carned 35 Reichsmark in a
month; and yet the income possibilities when working for the German
occupation administrators were generally somewhat higher.38

Some street prostitution was immediately recognisable as hunger
prostitution, and this even generated sympathy in individual occupiers.
Konrad Jarausch, a German soldier, related to his wife what a shaken
comrade had told him about Warsaw in 1939. Women who had nothing
to eat would offer themselves directly to soldiers by approaching them in
public.?? And, in his diary, the Swiss Franz Blittler described with obvi-
ous disgust a scene from 1942 in which German soldiers examined the
women as if they were merchandise, insulting one woman who was a bit
older, but who still continued to beg the men for at least some bread.
He evaluated the dilemma of the women clearly: ‘For many there was
no other choice except either to die of hunger or be a prostitute’.#0
Vulnerable in a special way were the Jewish women of Poland who lived
na powierzchni (‘above the surface”). This latter term is used by Emanuel
Ringelblum in his chronicles of the ghetto to describe those Jews who
attempted to battle their way over to the so-called ‘Aryan’ side by pre-
senting themselves as non-Jewish, Christian Poles.*! For women who
disguised themselves like this but failed to find some other kind of work,
sex work remained as an opportunity to earn money and so to survive.*?
Officially, Jewish women were forbidden to sell their sexual services to
the German occupiers in Poland. That notwithstanding, Jewish women
did sell sex, also to Germans.

As ever more social strata fell into ever deeper poverty during the
course of the occupation the phenomenon of public sex work increased
overall. While among the street prostitutes there were indeed numer-
ous women who pursued sex work long term and as a quasi-profession,
nevertheless the most frequent form of occasional sex work and survival
sex was strect prostitution. Just as in peacetime, street prostitution was
the toughest form of sex work. Not only were the women in contraven-
tion of the occupation regulations, especially because they would stay out
past the set curfew,*3 but they were also exposed to the weather without
any protection, heat in the summer and, especially, cold in the winter.
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For example, in Graudenz a woman working as a prostitute approached
another woman to ask: ‘whether in view of the deep cold in the winter
of 1939 /1940 she could engage in sexual intercourse with her male com-
panions in the flat™** as, prior to that, the woman had offered her services
to the German military out in the open, in doorways or stairwells. All in
all, a large number of Polish street sex workers were homeless. Beyond
these repeated one-time jobs for one-oft payments, relationships did exist
during the war as well. They showed themselves as complicated interac-
tive systems to which the German and Polish partner brought different
goods for barter. For the occupier, it was not always just the purely carnal,
for they might also have sought human warmth and integration into the
social network of a woman in order to gain a slice of normalcy during the
war. For local women it was protection, material advantages and food—
sometimes combined with affection. The story of Emilia H., a Jew from
Warsaw, shows how intertwined the motives could be. She rebuffed the
advances of a junior officer in early 1940, but then ran into him later that
same year. When their relationship came to the notice of the authorities
who investigated it for impropriety, she explained under interrogation that:

In the interim my furniture had been taken away from me and I had to sell
my valuables. I had suddenly become poor. I told that to B ... and he felt
sympathy for me. From that moment on a love relationship developed that
lasted for just eight more months. We engaged repeatedly in sexual inter-
course. Our intention was to get married after the end of the war. B. does
not know that I am Jewish.#5

With her testimony, H. protected her partner in that she assured the
authorities that she had kept from him her Jewish background hoping
that he would be punished, not under the charge of racial defilement,
but merely for an offence against the prohibition of contact. What also
shows itself quite clearly, however, is that it was material hardship that
had made the relationship with the German palatable. In her story, we
can see how the boundaries between survival prostitution, consensual
relationship and sexual coercion were fluid. All transactions took place
in a clearly structured power matrix that assured material superiority and
juridical privileges to the male occupier.

German authorities and Polish society both condemned all forms of sex-
ual interaction, including bartering for food and sex for survival. In February
1943 the Biuletyn Informacyjny, the central organ of the most impor-
tant Polish underground organisation, Armin Krajowa (‘Home Army’)
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published a panegyric to Polish women who were sacrificing themselves for
their nation and families. But, at the end of this encomium of ‘good” Polish
women a passage is included damning ‘bad’ Polish women:

Yet in honouring the noble posture of the Polish woman who conducts
herself so virtuously and in such a dignified way toward the enemy, we
cannot close our eyes to another spectacle that casts a shadow over the
uplifting image of Polish women. We see among us disgusting, despicable
amphibians; we see mistresses and tarts of the German robbers and mur-
derers of the Polish nation. And not infrequently it is women from what
were previously upright families who now flirt and flash a toothy smile
in the direction of a soldier in the hope of a piece of sausage or a mug
of beer. The reverence for Polish women demands from us at the same
time the contempt and persecution of these traitorous women — shameless
women who have entered into the service of the deadly enemy of the
Fatherland.*®

The piece is unattributed so the writer (or writers) of these lines is
unknown but, regardless of who wrote the passage, given its publication
in Biuletyn Informacyjny, its closing lines clearly reflect a significant strain
of opinion among the patriotically minded parts of Polish society (also,
given the structure of the Polish underground movement, it is quite
likely that women were involved in the publication of this magazine).
Notably, these words not only generally condemn all intimate relations
between Polish women and the German men of the occupying forces,
they are specifically harsh in concretely condemning such contacts when
motivated by sheer hunger.

OUTLOOK: PATHWAYS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The sexual behaviour of women was connected in wartime Poland, as
in other countries and other times, to concepts of national honour.*”
Patriotic opinion classified sexual barter as national treachery. These
patriotic conceptions of female sexuality then continued beyond the war
period into the post-war period. In the immediate post-war years espe-
cially, several countries witnessed the outbreak of anti-female violence,
most prominently enacted in the shaving of heads, against those women
alleged to have consorted with the enemy. Furthermore, such concepts
of ‘misbehaviour’ seem to have influenced subsequent historical research,
the topic of survival sex remaining for a long time, if not utterly omitted,
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then strikingly understudied. Only recently have researchers approached
the everyday history of World War II with more understanding, greater
sensibility to the gendered dimensions of history and to the dilemmas
faced by women (and men). Although I have described above some of
the methodological challenges and source problems in regard to survival
sex, I am convinced nonetheless that a re-examination of the vast num-
ber of memoirs and interviews can still offer a more precise picture of sex
bartering as a survival strategy.*® Furthermore, a closer look at the post-
war interpretations of sexual barter in literature, films and historiography
could give us a better understanding of the interplay between sexuality,
memory and taboo.

This chapter has looked at the case of sexual interactions between
Polish women and German occupiers; I also mentioned some research
progress on sexual encounters between occupiers and locals in other
German-occupied territories. There is, however, a greater dearth of
information about similar interactions in the Soviet-occupied territories
or, for example, in the Romanian-governed territory of Transnistria.*’
Also, even where research on sexual encounters during the war exists,
a blind spot that often remains—rather interestingly—is the sexual
economies within the local (gentile) communities in occupied societies.
Especially with many men absent from their communities, societal rela-
tions changed and new networks of protection and food had to be estab-
lished. What role sexuality played in the negotiation of these networks is
still to be established. We also know very little about the overall topic of
prostitution not related to the occupiers, be this the activities of profes-
sional sex workers or of women who sold sex to survive (i.e., survival sex
among locals). Also, other than some (unsystematic) work on sexual ser-
vices compelled through blackmail, we also know rather little about the
sexual interactions of Jews and non-Jews outside the ghettos and camps.
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PART IV

Vulnerabilities: At the Bottom of the Supply
Pyramid

Certain groups suffered particularly badly under the shortages.
Prominent among these were, above all, the Jewish population, but also
children, the elderly and the infirm, since they were seen as unfit for
work in the eyes of the occupiers, and accordingly were categorised as
so-called useless eaters.
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‘Choosing’ Between Children and the
Elderly in the Greek Famine (1941-1944)

Violetta Hionidon

INTRODUCTION

During World War II, and while occupied, Greece suffered a severe
famine with an estimated 5% of its population dying as a consequence.!
The country was occupied by Germany, Italy and Bulgaria and was
divided into three occupation zones. All three suffered famine, though
we still know little about the Bulgarian occupied zone. While the Allies
imposed a blockade the German army requisitioned foodstuffs and other
materials.> At the same time, the agricultural production of the country
could not be transferred to where it was needed because food and popu-
lation movement were prohibited and because most modes of transport
had been either destroyed or confiscated by the German army. As the
occupation government tried to control prices and the economy, food
was becoming scarce and the black market dominated all transactions.
The worst mortality rates occurred in the winter of 1941 /1942, though
the country continued to suffer famine or food scarcity at least until

V. Hionidou (D<)
Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK
e-mail: violetta.hionidou@newcastle.ac.uk

© The Author(s) 2018 203
T. Tonsmeyer et al. (eds.), Coping with Hunger and

Shortage under German Occupation in World War 11,

https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-319-77467-1_11


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-77467-1_11&domain=pdf

204 V. HIONIDOU

the end of the occupation. It affected different areas at different times
and to varying degrees, and even within well-defined geographic areas
the effects were very uneven. For example, the town of Chios on the
German occupied island of Chios experienced a 4.5-fold increase in mor-
tality during the period from October 1941 to January 1943, when fam-
ine was at its worst on the island. Athens/Piracus experienced a 3.3-fold
increase in the period from October 1941 to December 1942.3 The sit-
uation was significantly alleviated from the spring of 1942 by the lifting
of the Allied blockade and the arrival of substantial relief from abroad,
relief that was handled exclusively by the Swedish-Swiss Joint Relief
Commission (JRC).# The JRC distribution favoured towns and cities,
among them Athens/Piracus. Previously, the meagre quantities of relief
arriving from Turkey were distributed among hospitals, orphanages and
soup kitchens. The food collected as tax by government organisations
was distributed among the indigent, war victims, the disabled, refugees
and employee unions.® Because food in this period was extremely scarce,
major decisions regarding distribution had to be made at the highest
level. While the JRC was, as noted, made up of Swedes and Swiss, such
decisions in the German-occupied areas during the first period—that of
the highest mortality—were made mainly by Greeks.

This chapter will address the perceptions—public and private—and
actions surrounding those who were deemed the most ‘deserving’ of
relief. First, I will examine the public rhetoric, both prior to and during
the occupation, focussing on both social and demographic engineering
and nationalist and racial ideologies as developed in the inter-war period.
Second, the choices made within families during the famine will be inves-
tigated. In this chapter, oral histories conducted by the author in 1999
and 2000 on the islands of Chios and Syros, respectively, are employed,
enabling a glimpse into an otherwise intractable topic: how individuals or
families made choices during the famine.

In investigating the Greek famine of the early 1940s there is a dearth
of sources concerning the daily lives, thoughts and decision-making pro-
cesses of those affected outside Athens. Thus, in the late 1990s, oral
histories were conducted with many of the famine survivors who were
still alive in search of an understanding of what life was like during the
famine. Oral history is uniquely placed in allowing us access, not only
to events that occurred in the past and individual experiences of such
events, but also emotions related to those events and experiences. These
are rare opportunities, where an interviewer, as was the case for some of
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the Greek famine interviews, is able to pick up on uncomfortable silences
and ask pertinent and difficult questions. These, in turn, can reveal issues
or thoughts and feelings that could have otherwise gone unnoticed and
unrecorded.® Thus, the use of oral histories offers a rare opportunity to
explore such difficult topics and largely hidden processes of thought,
decision making and regret.

BEFORE THE OCCUPATION

Eugenics and the differential reception of its principles in inter-war
Europe determined what came to be seen as the desirable fertility
course in each country. In Germany and Sweden, for example, sterilisa-
tion laws aimed to curb the fertility of the ‘undesirables’ while measures
were taken to augment that of the ‘desirables’, ultimately aiming to pre-
serve the purity of the ‘race’. France was exceptional in that pronatalism
and the desire for increased fertility dominated with little attention paid
to the racial origins of the parents.” Similarly in Greece the concept of
fyle (‘nation’) allowed for the acculturation of non-Greeks and thus
focussed discussions on the nation and its future.8

In the first half of the 1930s, public discussion took place for the
first time among experts on the subject of fertility and the future of the
Greek population and nation. Arguments ranged from the possibility
that Greece was facing overpopulation to the potential for long-term
population decline and even degeneration, owing to the high propor-
tion of births among the ‘inferior’ rural population.” These debates
were reproductions of the European eugenics discussions, with some
commentators reaching the conclusion that in the long run the degen-
eration and collapse of the Greek fy/¢ was unavoidable unless action was
taken.!® However, no action was ever taken to prevent the perceived
long-term degeneration of the Greek population. The dictatorship of
Ioannis Metaxas, who came to power in 1936, did not allow for open
dialogue. Instead, select nationalist authors researched the ‘population
problem” and strongly articulated their argument that even those areas of
Greece with the highest fertility were ‘under imminent danger’ and fac-
ing declines.!! Evaggelos Averof was given privileged access to the data
collected on the age at birth of mothers since 1936 and he was the first
to use such sources in order to calculate net reproduction rates.!? His
findings challenged earlier assertions that there was no short-term fear
of depopulation, arguing that population growth was much lower than
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was previously thought. His message was that ‘every effort’ should be
made ‘in order to safeguard our fertility’.!3 His views were very much
in line with those of Metaxas, and the fact that his book reccived the
1939 Academy of Athens award is an indication of the state’s support for
his work. Other works advocating similar ideas came to the fore during
the immediate pre-war years. These saw the rural population as pure and
healthy, rather than degenerate.!*

‘CHILDREN CONSTITUTE THE UPCOMING GENERATION’!S:

PusLic DisCOURSE DURING THE FAMINE

Occupation in April 1941 saw a rapid decline in the supply of food, espe-
cially for Athens, which seems to have been very well provisioned dur-
ing the preceding period of warfare.!® By September 1941 deaths due
to famine were being reported. During the winter months of the same
year physicians had begun to discuss famine, raising the question of who
should have prioritised access to the available food supplies, which were
not sufficient for all.

Right from the start, the physicians argued that ‘the growing child,
the pregnant woman and the heavily working manual labourer will
become undernourished and be vulnerable to infections’ and thus should
be given priority in terms of food provisioning.!” Later on, the discus-
sion focussed on what should happen when the point of a complete lack
of food was reached ‘with exterminating consequences for the fyie’.18
Krikos, a vocal physician, raised the question of whether the issue of
distribution would be addressed appropriately by giving priority to chil-
dren and producing individuals.!® But, already there were voices artic-
ulating the importance of focussing primarily on children: “The care of
the state for the better nourishment of workers and the safeguarding of
breastfeeding mothers and infants in terms of food is fully justified. But
certainly we should not endanger the health of the child. Children con-
stitute the upcoming generation’.2%

Essentially this was the view of the intelligentsia, and articulated
accurately what was to happen. The German occupiers intervened in
the process of resource allocation at a very early point, dictating that
those—primarily men—working in productive activities (mostly manu-
facturing), all of which were invariably serving Germany’s needs, would
be entitled to food rations that would sustain them and allow them to
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survive.?! As a result, such sought-after jobs allowed significant numbers
of adult men to survive.?? Beyond this blanket imposition, German occu-
pying forces seem to have rarely intervened in food distribution except
to resolve local disagreements.?? Until the JRC took over food alloca-
tion in the capital it was the perceptions, priorities and preferences of the
Greek intelligentsia that determined how the meagre resources would be
shared. These were allocated to children, primarily through school soup
kitchens, as well as hospitals, orphanages and other charitable institu-
tions.?* One reason for this may well have been that school soup kitch-
ens had been operating since the beginning of the war and thus it was
natural to continue providing food through the existing infrastructure.
A similar argument could be made for hospitals and charitable organi-
sations—that is, the provision of food to them did not necessitate addi-
tional infrastructure. But this was certainly not the only reason: school
soup kitchens were seen from early on, in August 1941, as the ‘safe-
guard of the health and life of destitute children’.

Throughout this first period there seems to have been little public
questioning of these decisions. In contrast, there was growing support,
boldly articulated by public figures and private individuals through news-
papers, diaries and public pronouncements, on the unquestionable sig-
nificance of children’s survival for the Greek fy/é. The Greek Red Cross’s
pleas for help abroad were exclusively focussed on the plight of chil-
dren.?% At the peak of the famine the message was clear:

We all have rights to life but this, more than any of us, has the child ....
First and foremost, let our children be saved. First them and then us. Let
us be drained, let us become exhausted, let us die at the end of the day ....
But the child needs to live. It is upon [the child] that the survival of our
fylé depends, and thus the future of our beloved fatherland.?”

Beyond the responsibilities of the state, there were pleas to the well-off
members of society to offer support to the poorest children.? In Athens,
for example, well-oft families would ‘adopt’ children in order to feed
them on a daily basis.?’

It is significant that there is no reference to the needs of the elderly or
women nor to how these could be accommodated. Women were referred
to as candidates for additional help only when pregnant or as indigent
mothers aged 20—40 (i.c., mothers of young children).3? As the letter of
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an emboldened woman articulated in March 1942 ‘[t]he woman-wife
and the woman-mother have been officially ignored by all soup-kitchens’,
something that she interpreted as state ‘misogyny.’3!

It was at this point in time that the food situation was to radi-
cally change, as in March 1942 it was generally known that the Allied
embargo had been lifted and significant quantities of food were to
arrive shortly. This knowledge created a rush of registrations in the
existing soup kitchens, as people hurried to secure individual claims to
the resources that were to arrive. In addition, in the previous month
the Church organisation EOHA (Ethnikos Organismos Christianikés
Alleleggy@s; ‘National Organisation of Christian Solidarity’) had set up
a network of soup kitchens for pre-school children which gradually also
included older children and pregnant women.3? Thus, by the time the
JRC was established in the summer of 1942 a quarter of the Athenian
population—essentially the city’s whole child population—were reg-
istered in the children’s soup kitchens.?3 The commission decided to
substitute the soup kitchens with a rationing scheme that would enable
family life and cooking to resume. Despite an objection to the new sys-
tem among Greek politicians and others—who argued that this would
disadvantage children because parents would consume the children’s
rations—the system was implemented. Extra portions were provided for
those age groups that the JRC perceived as having higher nutritional
needs.3* Still, dedicated soup kitchens continued to cater exclusively for
children with additional needs, especially those with medical require-
ments. In late 1942 these catered for 26,000 children, but the numbers
gradually increased to 100,000 by June 1945.3% Registered children
received extra fresh milk and eggs, and had regular access to an on-site
physician as well as medicines when necessary.3® That children were well
fed and looked after during this time can be seen in photographs from
the period, which showcased the achievements of the JRC while provid-
ing a stark contrast to photographs from the famine period. While the
above describes the situation in the area around the capital, children
were also privileged in the provinces, though within the constraints of
available foodstufts in each case.

During the early period of occupation, food was primarily directed to
adult men involved in production—as dictated by the Germans—and to
children—as dictated by the nation’s desire to ensure its own survival.
While in one case a woman can be seen accusing the state of misogyny,
there is not a single voice in defence of the elderly.
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INDIVIDUAL ACTIONS DURING THE FAMINE

The position of the elderly in traditional Greek society is and has been
presented as one of authority over the young. Parents sustained such
authority partly via the retention of property ownership for as long as
possible.3” Famine, however, challenged this system to the core. As it
was the children who were prioritised by the state, what were the effects
of the indifference displayed towards the elderly? The available quanti-
tative sources suggest a variation in mortality rates between places,
with the populations of Athens/Piracus and towns on Chios (Chios
and Vrontados) showing clearly that there was higher mortality among
groups older than 45 years of age (Figs. 1 and 2). In contrast, Syros and
Mpykonos show a high increase in mortality among those aged 45-59, but
for those 60 and over the excess is not pronounced.®® Here the different
choices available to individuals depending on geography and patterns of
occupation should be mentioned. Thus Italian-occupied Syros had a dis-
proportionately large presence of soldiers on the island, one that had to
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Fig. 1 Ratio of famine deaths to deaths between 1936 and 1939 by age
group in Syros and the towns Chios and Vrontados (Sources Civil Registration
Certificates for the years 1936-1944. Unpublished data available in the Local
Municipal Offices)
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Fig. 2 Ratios of deaths in 1941 and 1942 to deaths in 1939 by age group
in Athens and Piracus (Somrce Author’s calculations based on data available in
Magkriotes, Thysiai, 76)

be partly fed by local resources. In addition, Syros is situated too far from
Turkey for significant numbers of individuals to have attempted an escape
there. In contrast, German-occupied Chios was very near the Turkish
coast allowing the possibility to escape the famine, something that very
many did. For example, it is estimated that a third of the population of
the town of Chios left the island. The very small German presence on the
island and their somewhat indifference to the islanders’ escape allowed
movement to Turkey to become significant. This was not necessarily the
case on other islands, such as that of nearby Lesvos, for example.

That increased mortality rates among the elderly was significantly
pronounced on Chios did not escape the notice of the local people.
Madias, a local teacher writing during the famine, included the elderly
among those ‘social /occupational’ groups that were ‘annihilated’,3? and
the Chios informants clearly articulated that ‘many old people died’,
whereas very few children did.*® In contrast, the responses from Syros
varied, emphasising that age-specific mortality differences were not so
straightforward.*!

But, while it was easy to make such judgements at the societal level,
at the individual level decisions—conscious or not—that had to be made
were difficult to discuss. In the following extract the informant from
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Ano Syros, a small town on Syros, discusses the death of his grand-
mother during the famine and her relationship with her daughter, his
own mother. The grandmother and daughter lived in separate but adja-
cent households. The informant was 10 years old at the time. During the
interview the informant’s cousin was also present:

A.

COUSIN.

A.

Q.
A.

o

Well, Grandma, [she was] too weak, the poor woman. Anna
Halkia dressed her up [when dead and in preparation for
the funeral]. Is it not enough [that we discussed | my father?
No, tell me about your grandma. Did she die during the
famine?

My grandma was going to ... she was going to the field for
[to gather] grass/wild greens. And she was saying to my
mother, [because] the soup kitchens were giving food to
us children. ‘Give me something (more)’.*? ‘I don’t have
[anything], it is for my children. I don’t have anything’.
And the old woman died and her tummy, she did not have
a tummy. And when she died and they put her in the crate
[coffin], the lice came out. Do you remember? The lice?
Oh, don’t say too much about those things.

Should I not say ...?

Do say.

Well, the lice were released [left the body] and it was like
a mat. So there was the crate [with the body] and Maria
came [into the house] and she had a little rug, a dirty one,
or a sack, and she stuck it under the dress to make up for
her [grandmother’s] hollow tummy.

One day I was going to the soup kitchen to get the rations ...
Your grandma? Wasn’t your grandma getting a ration from
the soup-kitchen?

She did, she did but it was not enough. A spoonful—what
could it do? They were giving more to us children because
they were looking after the children more at that time. As
they always do during wars. The adult, they think, is an
adult; they will go here and there to... [fend for them-
selves], you understand. No, it does not mean that because
I was getting [the ration] from the soup-kitchen that I was
satiated and grandma was hungry.
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Q. No.
A. One day I went across and gathered some caper leaves and I
boiled them but I could not eat them. Are we moving on?*3

The informant was very reluctant to discuss the topic, even though he
was one of my most outspoken and willing informants, as he had already
talked about the death of his father from hunger. After my encour-
agement he continued, though at the very end of the passage here he
decisively moved the discussion on to other issues. He revealed that his
mother was focussed exclusively on her children’s survival and was not
prepared to respond to the pleas of her mother; earlier he had tentatively
disclosed that his mother had also prioritised the children over his father.
Despite the informant’s sadness at the loss of his grandmother, expressed
in another part of the interview, he looked back on his mother’s actions
with understanding and acceptance. At the end of the extract above he
responded to my question slightly irritably when explaining that he was
not ‘satiated’ himself, emphasising that he too had to gather and cook
inedible caper leaves, just as his grandmother had to gather grass. The
same informant, in a different part of the interview, recounted how he
gathered discarded food from other people’s rubbish, cooked it and
refused to share it with his brother, noting with sadness the extremeness
of the famine experiences and the incomprehensible nature—to today’s
society—of the actions that felt justifiable at the time.

Other informants, although not directly addressing such issues, dis-
cussed their own behaviour and thoughts about the young and the old in
their own families. The middle-class informant from Hermoupolis, who
we will call Vasileios, had a child born in 1943 and proudly recounted
his efforts to find food for the child during those difficult times.** He
recounted how he employed the black market and bartered extensively,
just as others did, although this was more significant to him because of his
obligation to feed his young child. In contrast, he recounted his father’s
death in 1944 without much sentimentality: ‘Did he get hungry? He did
not have ... he was starving. My father died because he ate bran. He was so
hungry and he was a gourmand and so on, and he was hungry. He even-
tually ate bran’.#> Thus, while providing for his newborn child made him
proactively seek appropriate food—cans of farine lactée (‘baby cereal’) pro-
vided by Italian soldiers through the black market—his father was reported
as being at least partly responsible for his own death as he was accustomed
to eating good quality and plentiful food and could not withstand hunger.
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While family experiences were discussed by informants on Syros,
where statistics suggest that the elderly did not experience distinctly
higher rates of mortality compared to other age groups, on Chios it is
easier to discern both the qualms and the guilt that individuals felt at
the time. So, one of Giannes Makridakes’ informants who escaped from
Chios on his own regretted his decision as soon as he reached Turkey
and questioned his own actions, wondering ‘Why did I leave? Why did I
leave my parents behind to die of hunger?*#¢

Two of my own informants articulated such sentiments most elo-
quently. The first, who, like Vasileios, also had a child in 1943, reveals
the special efforts he made to adequately feed the child and claims
responsibility in ensuring the child’s survival. At the same time he noted
his tacit disapproval of his neighbours’ sons, who left their elderly parents
behind to their deaths. My persistence, however, led him to reveal that
he himself had advocated that he and his wife leave the island, abandon-
ing his wife’s mother and grandmother and his own mother. It was only
his wife’s stern refusal to do so that prevented them from leaving:

Those neighbours of yours who suffered from swelling, did they
die eventually?

They all died. All of them. They were old.

On their own? Were they two old people? What was [the situa-
tion]? Two old people on their own? Did they not have children?*”
All their three children went [escaped] to the Middle East.

Oh, so their children had gone.

They went across [to Turkey]. And they left the people on their
own. Whatever they had in the house they consumed. What could
they do afterwards?

Did they not have any fields?

In our village, few had [land ], many were poor. Whoever had land,
had a lot [of it]. The rest were wage earners.

FOPE O

>0

Who left? Who were those who left from here [the village to go to
the Middle East]?

A.  The very poor ... And the young men. I had two brothers, they
went across, [became] soldiers. I kept [looked after] my mother
here. Because my sister was [here]| and we kept her, we both did,
my sister and I. We kept my mother because she was a widow, an
old woman ...
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Can I ask you, why did your brothers leave? Why did they go to
the Middle East?
They were afraid of being conscripted by the Germans.

So all those who left, they left for that reason? For the resistance?
The young men all left for that reason.

How come you did not leave? You were young too.

I had ... my wife had her mother, she had her grandmother and
our houses were adjacent. And I was telling my wife that we should
go to the Middle East too. She said ‘Where [how] am I to leave my
grandma, where can I leave my mother?” Afterwards her mother
died at the end of 1942, her grandmother died in 1943. There.
That’s why we stayed. Then ... my child was born, Giannes. We
fed [nourished] him during the occupation [famine]. I was cook-
ing broad beans for him in the coffee pot*® and he was eating,
yes. I would give [barter] an [amount] of oil, and get 100 dramia
[320 g] of dark sugar to feed the child, yes.

Well done. Did you say that your wife’s mother, your mother-
in-law, died in late 1942? Did she die of hunger?

No, she was old.

Oh she was old!

The [wife’s] grandmother ... was even older than the daughter
[the wife’s mother]. She died a year later.

So they did not go hungry then.

Yes. Our houses were next to cach other. Now then, she [the wife]
was saying to me, ‘How can I leave? They fed me [brought me up],
they did everything for me’. She did not have a father, you see.*’

rOPOL P
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While the informant claims responsibility and takes pride in the fact
that his child was fed and survived the famine, he refutes the possibil-
ity that his mother-in-law and her mother might have died of hunger.
Rather, he asserts, they died of old age. He does not present as repre-
hensible or even morally questionable his wish to leave three elderly rel-
atives behind on the island; rather, he feels he needs to justify why he
remained, even though his answers suggest that he disapproved of the
decision to leave taken by his neighbours’ children.

Both in this and the next case, engaging the informants in a conver-
sation about such difficult, complex issues was neither easy nor straight-
forward, necessitating close questioning and engagement with details
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revealed in earlier parts of the interview. The following dialogue reveals
the struggle that informants experienced in articulating some of the most
traumatic events and their effects. The informant was happy to talk about
the journey to Turkey and Cyprus during the Chios famine, but became
reticent as soon as her parents were mentioned. For much of the dia-
logue she repeated my own words and used short sentences. She elab-
orated only when she explained to me that the situation was not that
serious for her father, who was left behind, since her brother, who also
stayed behind, could purchase corn, contradicting what she had said ear-
lier when explaining why she and her family left:

FOPOPOFOF O » OFOFR: POPOPF

We left in 1941.

Did you go with your husband and the children?

With the children.

Did your husband stay with you? Did he stay in Cyprus?
Together, together.

Did you pay to be taken there? Did you pay the boatmen?

Of course we did, we paid.

Was it expensive?

Expensive. One hundred thousand, even I don’t know how much.
Where did you get all that money? Couldn’t you buy food to eat,
with all that money?

You couldn’t find any, my child. You could not find anything to eat.

Were your parents alive then? Your mother, your father, were they
alive during the occupation [famine]?

They were alive. They were alive.

What did they do? Did they come with you to Turkey?

No, they did not come.

They did not.

They did not.

Did they stay behind?

They stayed behind.

Did they survive or ...?

Anyway. My brother did not come either. But there were small
boats coming to Lagkada, Kardamyla [localities on Chios] and they
said, ‘Do you want us to bring you corn?’ And they brought it,
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they [the people] gave money and they [the boatmen] brought
corn for them [on Chios].

So your brother stayed with your parents [to look after them].

My brother was married and he stayed with the parents. My
mother was dead.

Oh, your mother was dead. Your father?

My father was still alive. And during the famine he was with my
brother.

Did he remain alive until the Germans left? Did he survive? Did
your father survive?

He did not survive.

Did he die during the occupation, during the famine?

Where we were on Cyprus, other people had arrived from the area
we came from and one of our co-villagers asked [the newly arrived]
‘Did you go to our village? Are people dying [there]?” ‘You know,
the day we went, an old man, near the school’, he replied to our
friend, ‘near the school there was a funeral’. Our friend [the co-
villager] understood that it was my father [who had died]. Near the
school is my brother’s house. And he [the co-villager] sent me a
message, because he lived in a different place [on Cyprus]. ‘Come
tomorrow to tell you news from our village’. I had a dream before
I went. I had a dream that a ship was stranded on land, outside
my house [on Chios] and the ship had grapes inside it. Next day I
went to our friend and he told me this and that he [the dead man]
was my father. Near the school an old man with a walking stick had
died that day.>°

FOE 0 PO PR

Rather than answering my question about whether her father died
during the famine in a short sentence, as she did for much of the ear-
lier part of the interview, the informant recounted the story of how she
actually found out that her father died. Here she recreated the dialogue
between Chian refugees newly arrived on Cyprus and those already
there, showing the hunger for information concerning Chios and the
fate of their relatives there. In Greece, according to Charles Stewart,
dreams that have an ‘interpretative significance’, are usually accepted
as predictions of the future.® The informant therefore interpreted
the dream she had the day before meeting her co-villager: it revealed
to her that she would receive sad news—as signified by the stranded
boat—related to her family on Chios (where the boat was stranded).
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Thus the informant articulated, via her recollection of a dream, her
anxiety about the situation at home on Chios. As her own family was
with her on Cyprus, her father would have been one of the prime sources
of her concern. At the same time she avoided directly linking the death
of her father with the famine.

It is the interviews and the responsive questioning of informants
rather than any other sources that make it clear that difficult choices had
to be made, and were made, by the people who endured the famine.
Such choices were easier to make in relation to those outside the imme-
diate family, but were more difficult within the family. The interviews
as well as the public rhetoric reveal that children were the clear priority,
especially compared to the elderly, whether such a priority meant aban-
doning the elderly entirely, as on Chios, or simply choosing whether or
not to help them, as on Syros.

The elderly who survived were either able to ensure their own survival
or were supported by relatives, while there are virtually no first-hand
accounts from those who were not supported. However, it is interest-
ing to note the observation made by two psychiatrists who served in
Athenian hospitals during the famine, and observed those most affected
by starvation. According to Skouras and Papademetriou, many hospi-
talised elderly expressed paranoid ideas, believing that their own family
members had carried out ‘systematic deprivation and concealment of
foodstuffs’. Though the authors explained that at times the patients were
confused and recounted imagined or illusory examples, at times the ‘par-
anoid ideas” were born from ‘actual and specific events that had occurred

among the family members’.>?

DiscussioN AND CONCLUSIONS

During the famine children were prioritised by those in positions of
power because their survival was deemed necessary for the survival of the
nation. At the family level there is evidence to suggest that this was also
the case, though not necessarily for the same reason. The absence of the
elderly from the discourse underlines their lack of significance, certainly
at the state level and occasionally at the family level too.

Post-war public discussions of the famine and its effects are as interest-
ing as those during the occupation. The majority of authors in post-war
Greece emphasised that the young did not suffer as much as other age
groups, although there is less agreement about whether the older or the
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middle-aged suffered the most.>® In 1946 K.B. Choremés, professor of
paediatrics in Athens, praised the ‘family man’ who sacrificed himself ‘in
order to save his family and fell first, true father of the family’.5* A similar
sentiment, suggesting that the ‘Greek family’ was protecting the house-
wife, was expressed by Vasilios Valaoras in the same year, and was echoed
many years later in the writing of historians.5® Similarly, others attributed
increased mortality of the elderly and/or the middle-aged to their delib-
erate self-sacrifice, arguing essentially that they surrendered life for the
benefit of those who were seen as more valuable than themselves.>®

Thus, the focussed support of children during the famine was pre-
sented as a united effort by the whole nation, whether by those in posi-
tions of power (such as the Greek Red Cross) or the parents themselves
or even the elderly. All united in their desire to save the children and ulti-
mately the nation. While it is not difficult to trace references to testimo-
nies of those who were children during the famine and who attest to the
sacrifices their parents made for them, invariably these are cases in which
both parents and children survived, and thus they should be seen as cases
of families who perhaps suffered less than others during the famine.?”
Moreover, there are testimonies and sources showing that some parents
prioritised themselves rather than their children or simply that their ‘sen-
timents of interest and affection’ towards their children became ‘blunted’
during the famine.>8

Whatever the public discourse of the post-war years the widespread
dying of the elderly during the famine, at least in some places, must have
shaken local societies and changed the patterns of life significantly in terms
of customs around inheritance, marriage timing and inter-generational
relationships. Such issues have not been highlighted before and further
research is needed on their long-term effects. While the effects of such
issues are not directly linked to actions of the occupying forces, they nev-
ertheless are a by-product of Greece’s occupation.
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Food and hunger are an ever present theme in many Jewish accounts
from Nazi-occupied Eastern Europe, from descriptions of securing, pre-
paring and sharing food to consuming it, contemplating it and suffering
when it was scarce. As a result, we tend to associate the images of starved
bodies with Jewish experiences in the ghettos of Nazi-occupied Eastern
Europe. Photographs of emaciated corpses and of children begging
for food on the streets of the Warsaw Ghetto remain among the most
harrowing images of the Holocaust. Food shortage and hunger figure
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prominently in Jewish diaries, memoirs and testimonies about life and
death in the ghetto. Jewish men, women and children described vividly
the scarcity of food, how they experienced the physical and psychological
effects of malnutrition, as well as the strategies family members devised
to acquire and divide the meagre foodstufts, and the communal efforts
undertaken to ward oft hunger in the Warsaw Ghetto. With their lim-
ited resources, Jewish institutions struggled to feed the growing numbers
of hungry people, both young and old, while Jewish physicians studied
the effects of hunger on the ghetto population to document it for future
generations and for the benefit of the medical community.!

This chapter examines a variety of Jewish accounts: early post-war tes-
timonies, diaries, memoirs and oral interviews to discuss how survivors
remember and describe the food crisis in the Lvov Ghetto—the third
largest ghetto in Nazi-occupied Poland. It discusses the crisis itself, and
Jewish responses to hunger, but also how food came to have meaning
in the ghetto and the ways in which gender and class shaped the rela-
tionship to food. What did people eat in Nazi-occupied Lvov (Lwdéw in
the Second Polish Republic is today Lviv in Ukraine), in the ghetto, in
the Janowska camp and in hiding? How did access to food shape the
Jewish stories of survival or their relationships with non-Jews? How did
Jewish men, women and children organise food supplies and divide their
resources? A close reading of Jewish accounts reveals the multiple mean-
ings food had for Jewish men, women and children. Their testimonies
reflected the dramatic difference in the fate of the Jewish and non-Jewish
inhabitants of Lvov shaped by the German policies with regard to food
provisions for the various populations in the Generalgouvernement (GG)
(‘General Government’). While methodical food deprivation became a
tool in the Final Solution, it continued to connect Jews and non-Jews
through the networks of black market supply, smuggling and assistance.

In this broader social context the chapter examines the role of age,
class and gender in access to food and investigates how these factors
influenced discussions about food in survivors’ testimonies. Age, class
and gender shape the accounts as they delve into the subject of food,
increasingly limited access to it and food deprivation. Focussing on these
questions allows us to explore the role of food networks and inter-ethnic
dynamics of food supplies for thousands of Jews in Lvov. To examine the
questions of hunger, food distribution and communal self-reliance, and
to compare survival strategies employed by Jews and Jewish institutions
in the ghettos, scholars have focussed on the two largest ghettos, Warsaw
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(in the GG of German-occupied Poland) and £6dz (Litzmannstadt, in
western Poland, which was annexed to the German Reich).? The story of
the Lvov Ghetto provides a very different context, both because of the
ethnic make-up of the city and the relatively short period of the ghet-
to’s existence. While Jews were first forced to move to the Zamarstynéw
and Kleparéw districts in November 1941, the area was closed only in
November 1942. Moreover, until the ghetto was liquidated in June
1943, it coexisted with the Janowska camp located on the outskirts of the
city. Last but not least, Lvov—the largest Jewish community in the region
before the war and a densely populated city—became a place where
Jewish men, women and children from Lvov and beyond sought rescue
by surviving on the so-called Aryan side. Therefore, while I will focus on
access to food in the Lvov ghetto, this phenomenon was hardly an iso-
lated case, but rather part of the wider reality throughout Eastern Galicia.

Lvov—AN OVERVIEW

In the autumn of 1939 the Polish city of Lvov came under Soviet occu-
pation, and this period created food insecurity that preceded the Nazi
invasion. Many Jewish families were dispossessed due to the confiscation
of their businesses and property, and the Soviets deported thousands to
Siberia. Those who arrived in Lvov from the part of Poland occupied by
the Germans often came penniless, and thus struggled to meet their basic
needs.? In the summer of 1941, at the beginning of the German occupa-
tion, the Jewish population of Lvov numbered about 150,000-160,000
men, women and children as only a minority had managed to escape the
Nazis when Soviet forces withdrew from the area.* The mood was som-
bre and in the words of Ben Zion Redner (1908-1996), a lawyer and a
Holocaust survivor, ‘All Jews, even the children, knew and felt that with
this German advance, the curtain was going up for the first act in the
tragedy of Lwéw and Galician Jewry’.> A wave of anti-Jewish violence
in Eastern Galicia followed the German invasion, while Jewish property
and personal possessions were plundered with the active participation of
Jews’ non-Jewish neighbours. In Lvov thousands of Jews were assaulted,
brutalised and murdered in two pogroms in early July 1941 and during
the so-called Petlura Days in late July 1941.

Already in October 1941 the German authorities had announced
the creation of the ghetto in Lvov, for which they allocated the poor-
est section of the city, but which remained open for another year.
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Following mass executions and deportations from the ghetto in the
summer of 1942, many surviving Jews struggled to come up with res-
cue plans for their families. Faced with the murderous German campaign,
they sought rescue by hiding locally, posing as non-Jews in large cities
with the help of so-called Aryan papers (false documents identifying the
bearer as a non-Jew), or escaping across the borders. During the first days
of June 1943 the Germans liquidated the Lvov ghetto. Several months
later, on 19 November 1943, they also closed down the Janowska labour
camp on the outskirts of Lvov where thousands of Jews were murdered.
Several thousand Jews hid in Lvov, but the Nazis and their collaborators
hunted down and murdered most of them. By the time the Red Army
entered Lvov in August 1944 around 2000 Jews remained in the city.”

TuaE FirsT WAVE OF FAMINE

Lvov’s Jewish population faced food scarcity right from the early weeks
of the German occupation of the city. While the prices of food increased
drastically, purchasing it on the free market put Jews in harm’s way as
they were targets for physical attacks and abuse. To make ends meet and
to buy food, Jews sold their belongings cheaply.® Born in Lvov in 1932,
Leszek Allerhand recalled that in the first months of the German occupa-
tion, his affluent family still had resources to purchase white bread from
the Germans for his parents and grandparents, as it struggled to adapt to
a diet consisting of black bread and marmalade.’ In her memoir Behind
the Secret Window Nelly S. Toll—born to a middle-class family in Lvov in
1935—noted ‘All the adults looked sad most of the time now. Food was
becoming hard to get’.1% From the onset of the occupation the Germans
imposed the conversion rate for the rubel, effectively depleting the finan-
cial resources that Jewish families may still have had.!! Desperate, more
and more Jews had to sell their belongings, or exchange them for food.
A Jewish survivor, Rézia Besseches-Wagnerowa, remembered:

We were not allowed to get provisions of vegetables et cetera at mar-
kets, only during the two hours between 12:00 [pm] and 2:00 [pm].
Provisional Ukrainian militia, or any youngster who put on a yellow arm-
band [the Ukrainian national color; N.A.], stalked all the city markets at
these times because if they caught a Jewish woman buying [food] from a
peasant woman for a black-market price they could get a big bribe from
her or hand her over to the Gestapo.!?
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But Jews were exploited in other ways too, and deprived of their
livelihoods, which led to their rapid impoverishment.!? This made it even
more difficult for them to pay bribes or participate in the black market
economy. A survivor historian Philip Friedman called it an ‘economic
war’ waged against the Jewish population in the form of official as well as
private plunder. German soldiers entered Jewish apartments at random
to plunder. Moreover, German authorities imposed a heavy fine of some
20 million rubles on the Jewish community. Organised looting contin-
ued through the activities of the Judenrat (‘Jewish Council’), which
had already been formed by the German authorities in July 1941. Its
Supply Department was tasked with providing Germans with a variety
of goods.* Some non-Jewish neighbours joined in on the off chance
to steal with impunity. A Ukrainian building manager of a house occu-
pied by many Jewish families robbed them, including Ben Zion Redner
and his brother Marek. He offered to protect the tenants from random
robberies and assaults but took ample payment in kind for this protec-
tion. ‘Our building was saved by the Ukrainian janitor, Jan Pelikan, who
also wore a blue-and-yellow ribbon’. Pelikan looted the possessions of
Jewish inhabitants but stopped other looters from entering the building.
Ben Zion Redner explained that ‘he turned out to be the savior of our
small Jewish group. Not that he did it for free; rather, Pelikan made a
small fortune for himself in one day. Over the next few days and months,
he made systematic rounds of all the apartments to collect the promised
fees, and he would have become very rich were it not for his unfortunate
habit of getting drunk’.®

In this time of crisis, as hinted at in Rézia Besseches-Wagnerowa’s
quote, familiar gender roles persevered, as barter and securing food-
stuffs for the families was primarily the task of women in family frame-
works. Following traditional gender roles, and in response to physical
attacks directed against Jewish males on the streets of Lvov—who were
targeted in random violent assaults and kidnapped for forced labour—
the women secarched for ways to feed their families.!® According to
Rubin Furgang’s oral testimony, his teenage sister became ‘the whole
manager of our life” after their mother had perished in the early months
of the Nazi occupation. With her ‘non-Jewish’ looks, she took items
of clothing and exchanged them for potatoes with peasants coming to
the city from the surrounding villages.!” Mina Deutsch described in her
memoir how her husband Leon and brother Levi ‘hid indoors whenever
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people from the Jewish Council came to take men to work in the
camps. I spent most of my time trying to find food to keep us alive. I
was down to 95 pounds; I do not know where I got the strength or the
energy to look after my child and sick brother’.!® Nevertheless, Jewish
women faced danger as well and they tried to minimize their movement
around the city.

Families depended on ‘contact with the Aryan population” or ‘con-
siderable food stocks’.'® The need for additional food supplies inevita-
bly led to instances of exploitation in business dealings with non-Jews.
Banned from travelling, Jews could not barter for food with peasants in
the villages and ‘therefore, they depended on Poles to act as intermediar-
ies. Possessions were exchanged for food, with Polish traders like hyenas
exploiting their tragic situation’.?? Some Jews turned to their non-Jewish
friends and acquaintances, relying on pre-war social networks for help.
Grateful for Ajzik Eisen’s help during the Soviet occupation, fucja
Nowicka provided her Jewish neighbour with food. ‘We Jews were afraid
to go out on the street because the Hitlerite killers and the Ukrainian
militia were beating and killing Jews. Our good Gentile neighbour did
the purchases for us, so we had enough food’.?!

As a result of German economic policies of exploitation the Jewish
population in the city showed the first signs of famine as early as August
1941. This inevitably affected the poorer and more vulnerable Jews. As
Philip Friedman noted in his early testimony of January 1946, the fam-
ine affected especially ‘a part of the Jewish population having nothing.
Children were swollen with hunger’. Hunger had an impact on human
relations. “The antagonism among the Jewish population ... got worse’,
Friedman recalled. Not all Jews were affected in the same way. ‘The
Jewish professionals were all at work and so they had something to live
on somehow, whereas a large part of the Jewish population who were
unable to work, women and children, were left with nothing. They suf-
fered terribly. There was no help available to them’, Friedman wrote
in his testimony.?? These may have been women whose husbands were
drafted into the Red Army ahead of the German invasion, killed or kid-
napped for forced labour. Drastic changes in the professional and social
structure occurred in Lvov. The occupation ‘turned things topsy-turvy.
The new class distinctions were far more bitter, for they jeopardised not
just a person’s income but his life as well’. Class stratification became a
matter of life and death.??
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Lvov AND BEYoND

In the fall and winter of 1941, in the wake of random violence and per-
sistent food shortages in Lvov, Jews tried to leave the city for smaller
towns in Galicia, despite a ban on travel. According to Philip Friedman,
by November 1941 between 4000 and 5000 people had left for the
countryside, but ‘this option was only available to well off people’.?*
Indeed, Rézia Wagnerowa remembered that following the round-ups in
December 1941 many of her acquaintances left Lvov because provincial
towns appeared still relatively quiet at that time. ‘My family dreamt of
returning to our hometown of Przeworsk from which it was expelled in
1939’ Wagnerowa recalled.?® Thus family networks and financial means
played a key role in these first months, not only enabling some to supple-
ment food rations but also allowing them to plan their exit from Lvov.
Mina Deutsch ‘ran into friends from the area where my parents lived.
They told me about plans to rent a truck to return home where con-
ditions were supposedly better and where it was easier to get food and
fuel. It was late in the year by this time, and we were worried about heat
for the winter’.2¢ Jakub Weinloss, a physician who lived with his fam-
ily in Lvov on the eve of the Nazi invasion of June 1941 and narrowly
escaped death during the first days of the occupation, received a message
from his mother in Ttuste who ‘dispatched a Jewish woman dressed as
a peasant with food for us — as terrible hunger reigned in Lvov at the
time’.2” Weinloss managed to leave the city with the help of his school
classmates who arranged a truck for him and advised him to leave the
city. He left on 14 September 1941 and joined his mother, sisters and
a brother-in-law in Thuste.?® Others considered leaving the city as part
of work assignments in order to ease the situation at home. Kurt Lewin,
whose father rabbi Jecheskiel Lewin (1897-1941) perished in the initial
wave of violence in Lvov, noted his mother Rachel’s efforts to support
her three young sons: ‘My mother was doing her best to take care of the
three of us without ever complaining. We were starving, and at any time
I could be caught on the street and sent to one of these dreaded camps.
This prompted me to get out of the city in order not to be a burden
to my mother’.?? Deutsch, Weinloss and Lewin’s accounts suggest food
shortages encouraged Lvov Jews to leave the city, and point to the role
of family networks in arranging and paying for the transports in the first
weeks and months of the German occupation.?? But Jewish men, women
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and children also continued to arrive in Lvov from provincial towns
across Eastern Galicia to be united with family members and to search
for ways to survive.

Foobp aNnD FOrRCED LABOUR IN Lvov

While all Lvov inhabitants were affected by Nazi food policies, Jews
received only half the amount of food allocated to Ukrainians and Poles,
and even that official ration decreased over time.3! Directly affected
by meagre food supplies were Jewish forced labourers as they needed
nourishment to carry out their work under extremely harsh conditions.
Rozia Besseches-Wagnerowa saw Jewish men in labour detachments in
the city ‘collecting food leftovers and cigarette stubs from the garbage’.
She continued, ‘Stories filled with horror circulated about the life in the
camp [probably Janowska]. Nobody lasted long on the camp provisions.
Whoever did not have help from the outside, perished’.3? She brought
soup cooked in her workplace to feed the camp inmates who worked
near Rzeznia Street, close to where she took up work in the spring of
1942.33 Her testimony suggests that she was not helping on behalf of any
Jewish organisation, rather she acted spontancously.?* In the first weeks
of the German occupation, access to food in the workplace was a key fac-
tor that made certain places of employment more desirable. Wagnerowa
mentioned young men who reported for work at sites run by the SS and
Gestapo, ‘where they did not fare so badly as they received food every
day,” though they were handed over to Janowska camp a few weeks later.3?

Workshops were set up at the site where the notorious Janowska camp
would later be established. In the early weeks, Jews employed there
could rely on assistance from Polish co-workers. Helene S. Kaplan who
came there in the early autumn of 1941 as an office help remembered
her room as:

quite large with a kitchen stove in the center. The entire apartment block
had no indoor plumbing; the only toilets were in small green outhouses.
We lived on the second floor. Below us was Mrs. Nadel, my boss, with
her husband who shared the same feeling that this was probably the saf-
est place in town. Shortly after, some of the foremen moved there too.
The Polish families near us, ordinary workers, were kind to us. One of
the women would cook piergo [pierogi]| for us for thirty zlotys which we
could sometimes afford.3¢
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Beginning in October 1941, Jews working there could no longer return
home for the night but ‘for several days people from the town [Lvov]
came near the camp, families of inmates, usually women and handed over
food and other things’.3” Only additional food from the outside offered
a chance of survival. Relatives smuggled parcels into the camp so ‘One
could buy bread from colleagues. But its price was so horrendous that
only very few could afford such luxury, and therefore a horrible hunger
prevailed in the camp. People began to swell from hunger’.3® This put
refugees who had arrived in Lvov after the outbreak of the war in 1939
in a particularly difficult position with their limited access to resources.
When contact with the outside world was cut off almost completely,
and families no longer allowed to bring parcels to the camp, the inmates
‘became sure that we are also condemned to a certain death’.3 Only
around Christmas 1941, they heard rumors about a committee that had
formed in Lvov that would task itself with sending packages. When the
parcels arrived at the beginning of 1942, it was—in the words of one
survivor—‘an incredible experience for us. Not only because we no
longer faced death from starvation, but we were not completely cut off
from the world”.40

Aside from individual attempts to buy a daily supply of food, the newly
formed Judenrat chaired initially by the lawyer Jézef Parnas (1870-
1941), created a department charged with provisioning. It attempted to
assist the Jews” immediate needs, which included food distribution. With
its divisions—economic and social welfare—the Judenrat opened inex-
pensive restaurants and soup kitchens to alleviate the situation of those
Jews who lacked resources to purchase additional foodstufts on the black
market. It also purchased raw foodstufts, established bakeries, supervised
food stores and distributed ration cards among the Jews.*! To alleviate
the situation of Jews in the city, the Jewish Council organised a branch
of the Jiidische Soziale Selbsthilfe (‘Jewish Social Selt-Help’) which was
independent of the Judenrat and worked in Lvov under the leadership
of Max Schaft. It ‘served lunches for the constantly growing number of
people who were starving’.*? In her memoir, Wagnerowa stressed that
the Judenrar which she called still by the pre-war term gmina (‘Jewish
communal organisation’):

took care to some extent of the camp inmates, functioned as a go-between
by sending them packages with food and clothes, and took care of the
unfortunate ones who lacked family members. This help was, however,
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insufficient in the face of the limitless destitution of inmates. One can
blame neither the members of the Judenrat nor the Jewish society.*?

Wagnerowa charged the ‘harassment of the [Nazi] vampires who ruled
the camp’ with paralysing any effective help.**

Thousands of Jewish prisoners sent to Janowska camp suffered from
malnutrition which, together with hard labour and daily physical abuse,
led to their demise. Kaplan described them as ‘a mass of dirty, ghost-like
starving men’.*> While working at camp offices, registering the names of
incoming inmates, she also suffered from severe malnutrition. Food was
so scarce that she could only think of food and dreamt of food at night:
‘I fell asleep dreaming about my rolls, over and over again. In my fantasy
I could see the rolls that looked crisp, with shiny crusts, and pink slices
of ham and other meats along with deep red jam. But I could not eat any
of this even in my dreams. They were just there in front and all around
me’.4% Ajzik Eisen was taken to the camp in May 1942 and worked in a
cement factory ‘hauling heavy stones until the end of November 1942,
and I lost my strength’, he recalled. ‘I had been very healthy and strong,
but what with the heavy work and the food which consisted of a few
spoonfuls of soup and one sixteenth of a kilo of bread, I became weak’.
When he was taken off the list of workers, he knew he would be killed
and decided to run away.*”

Foop DISTRIBUTION AND FOOD SHORTAGE IN THE GHETTO

Between November 1941 and March 1942, there were no major raids
in the ghetto. People hoped that life would return to normal; how-
ever, the robbing of Jews and forced labour continued.*® With the
establishment of the ghetto, food became harder and harder to obtain.
Remaining communal institutions had limited means to extend assistance
to the starving Jewish population. The Jewish Hospital tried to treat the
effects of malnutrition. Swollen due to hunger, Rozalia Landesberg’s
younger sister was treated and released only to be deported ‘healthy’.*”
Jews’ restricted access to goods meant they had to use connections on
the so-called Aryan side and rely on inter-ethnic networks to provide
supplies.®® These were bought outside the ghetto and smuggled in at
great risk. “‘We heard that, sometimes risking terrible beatings, the Jewish
men and women who were working outside of the ghetto would try to
exchange their jewelry or huge amounts of money for meat, butter, or
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cheese from the Polish people’, Nelly Toll explained.>! Kristine Karen,
who was born Krystyna Chiger in 1935 in Lvov, remembered eating
bread:

It was the dark bread, a round loaf of bread. Sometimes my father gets
some milk for my younger brother. Some soup that my mother cook when
she came home from work. Not — I don’t remember eating any ... meat ...
sometimes eggs. We had somebody from ... outside of the ghetto, you
know, people were smuggling things for money. [T]hey bought things
from Christians who ... live[d] around the ghetto, and you can smug-
gle sometimes. And this is what we ate. I think that we probably were so
scared that we didn’t feel that we are hungry. I don’t remember feeling
hungry there in [the] ghetto [or] that T felt T didn’t have food, but I was
so scared [and] that probably, you know, suppressed the hunger.?2

She was raised in Kopernika Street, an elegant area, in an upper middle—
class family. Her parents continued to sell their belongings in the ghetto
to purchase food. The family’s situation worsened in terms of material
possessions as they kept having to move, following the constantly shrink-
ing size of the ghetto, and ‘cach time you have to take less things with
you, only what you have on you, and move to a different place’.>® This
affected their situation in various ways because the less the family had,
the less they could use for barter.

As the situation in the ghetto deteriorated, relationships with non-
Jews outside the ghetto played an even more crucial role in supplying
Jews with additional food than before. While these were often limited
to business transactions, relations before the war created an incentive to
feed former neighbours and friends. Rubin Furgang remembered that
he did not suffer hunger in the ghetto because his working-class father,
who had run a small moving company before the war, was well liked by
his former neighbours who gave him extra food.** Similar was the case
of Lucja Nowicka. She continued to visit her former neighbour Eisen in
the ghetto, bringing food for him and his children, and refusing to take
money. When the ghetto was closed off, she ‘arranged with my children
to meet at a spot near the fence. She would approach it from the outside
and bring food. She remembered well what I had done for her while the
Russians were in Lwow. ... they [Eisens’s children] said she often refused
to accept money. It was difficult to give her money since she was on the
other side of the fence, but my children brought to the fence objects
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which she could sell and thus have money to buy food. She would refuse
to take the things, telling my children to keep the things so that they
could enjoy them after Hitler’s collapse’.5®

Providing food and maintaining certain practices around food during
times of extreme hardship allowed some families to stay together. But
starvation also led people to abandon family members in hope of sur-
vival. Lusia Grossman made the heartbreaking decision to escape and
to live with her relatives in Stryj, where better conditions still prevailed.
Having lost her mother and brother, she left behind a grandmother and
a deaf-mute aunt ‘but at sixteen and with legs swollen due to hunger, I
did not want to die’.

The food situation began to change, especially following German
raids. After the mass deportations of August 1942 the relationship to
food changed as some people were losing hope and the will to survive.
One Lvov Ghetto survivor, Fryderyka Bratspiel, recalled that ‘a golden
period began almost for everyone. We ate in excess. We thought about
food and ... about Aryan papers’. But alongside planning an escape
from the ghetto, there was also a sense of despair which found expres-
sion in fatalistic attitudes toward food: ‘Everybody agreed that there
was no future for us and we wanted at least to eat to our heart’s content
before death’. She described the go-to place in the ghetto: “The cen-
tre of the reduced ghetto was situated around Lokietka and Kresowa
Street, where there was a promenade for walking. One could buy any-
thing there, from pancakes made of grits to the best flour, from prim-
itive cookies to the most elaborate cakes’.’” As in other ghettos in
Eastern Europe children seem to have taken on the role of providers,
smuggling food into the ghetto. At about fifteen years old, Salomon
Liberman moved to the ghetto in the fall of 1942. With his non-Jewish
looks he took a risk and sneaked to the Aryan side to buy food. What
he smuggled into the ghetto he sold in order to support himself and his
brother.?® At the same age Ludwika Barb supported herself, her father
and younger brother by sneaking into the Aryan side through the sewer
at Kleparowska Street. She bought cookies and sold them in the ghetto
stores.®® Moreover, after August 1942 many Jews stopped registering
with the Judenrat to receive food stamps and instead went into hiding.
As Philip Friedman observed, ‘It became clear by then that the Germans
intended to eliminate the Jews, and therefore the food cards office was
not showing the exact number of Jews’.%9 Indeed, he estimated that



FOOD, MONEY AND BARTER IN THE LVOV GHETTO, EASTERN GALICIA 235

about 6000 Jews went into hiding while the Food Cards Office had
36,000 Jews on its register. In his January 1945 testimony, Friedman
mentioned the abuses by the Food Cards Office as well: ‘[The] office
could use additional cards for itself and to assist people who needed
higher rations due to [their] being unable to buy on the black market.
The rations were very small’.%! In November 1942 the Provisioning
Department was liquidated and the Jews began receiving food at their
places of work.%?

Focussing on access to food and thinking about food oftered a res-
pite from the terror of the round-ups. Jews who survived them by hid-
ing often craved food in anticipation of inevitable death. Some Jewish
memoirs also recorded daydreams about life before the war, in which
the writers described memories of those who had already been mur-
dered and with whom they had once shared family meals. Reaching
back to positive memories associated with food and family brought
emotional comfort to Jews in extreme situations. In the spring of
1943, Nelly Toll survived another round-up in the ghetto. She remem-
bered how:

We emerged from the cellar.... Now beautiful images blossomed behind
my closed eyelids. We were all sitting together in the living room.
Janek, Papa and I quietly listened to Mama playing a Schubert sonata as
Magda walked in, carrying a silver tray filled with pastries and bonbons.
Comforted, I fell asleep.%3

This retrospective dream about her serene family life before the war
reflected a sense of loss, not only with regard to family members who
had disappeared, but also material security in which food scarcity played
a crucial role. It comforted the child right after a traumatic experience.

Throughout life in the ghetto and the round-ups, food prepara-
tion remained the responsibility of women who cared for family mem-
bers. Food also sometimes played a role in strange encounters with
Germans, such as that of Paulina Chiger who cooked eggs and onions
for a German who had found her and her children in a bunker built by
her husband. He threatened to kill them or beat them up and then hav-
ing received a wristwatch from Ignacy Chiger agreed to let them live.
He took them upstairs to their apartment and asked for eggs with onion
which Paulina Chiger served him on the spot.%*
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Foobp anD INTER-ETHNIC RELATIONS IN HIDING

During the final days of the liquidation of the Lvov Ghetto in June 1943
the Chigers and their two small children managed to escape into the
sewers where they spent fourteen months relying on Polish sewer work-
ers and, in particular, on Leopold Socha who provided them with food,
of which Krystyna remembered black bread and margarine.%® At first,
Socha received money and jewellery which he sold to buy food for the
Jews hiding in the sewers, keeping the difference for himself.°® However,
when Ignacy Chiger ran out of money, Socha continued to bring the
food, which included eggs when the children got sick.%” For Socha and
Chigers the meaning of food went beyond sustenance. It built a sense of
trust and reflected Socha’s commitment to rescuing ‘his Jews’.

Food provided to Jewish children helped to ease the transition into hid-
ing, which often meant also separation from their parents. Ruta Salpeter
who was just a toddler when the Germans occupied Lvov, remembered
treats she received in the factory where her mother worked as a seam-
stress while hiding her child under the desk.%® After her father Naftali was
taken to Janowska camp a Ukrainian man came to take her to a Ukrainian
orphanage in Brzuchowice near Lvov: ‘On the second day this Ukrainian
Szawet came and took me away. He used to bring us milk, apples so I
knew him and I didn’t go with him eagerly, because I did not want to
leave mommy behind’.%” While Chigers did not know Socha before the
war—theirs was a chance encounter—Szawet might have been familiar
with the Salpeters before he stepped into help their daughter. But, many
personal accounts suggest that starving Jews on the Aryan side turned to
non-Jewish acquaintances and family friends for immediate help.”°

Other Jewish men, women and children who survived the depor-
tations in the summer and fall of 1942 desperately tried to find hiding
places outside the ghetto. Some went into hiding while others tried to
pass as non-Jews. The staple food provisions taken to the bunkers by
Jews who went into hiding in Lvov varied depending on their resources
and their relationship with the caretakers. Those who managed to escape
from the ghetto relied on barter. Their food came from their caretakers.”!
Nelly Toll discussed food with the Polish family who hid her together
with her mother:

According to him, it [market] was a sort of grown-up-playground filled
with gossipy, cheating vendors, spies, police, informers, and farmers.
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Here he bought rhubarb, wild strawberries, fresh vegetables, yellow butter,
and delicious pot cheese wrapped in large green leaves that always smelled
of the country to me. Only meat and chicken were hard to get, though as
Pan Wojtek said many times, ‘For enough money, you can get anything’.
Dog and horse meat were easily available, but we never ate it — at least — I
don’t think we did, unless someone fooled Pan Wojtek into thinking he
was buying beef. There were even rumors that there was liverwurst made
from Jewish flesh on the market.”2

Other Jews who went into hiding in Lvov also relied on the ingenu-
ity of the non-Jews who had sheltered them to provide food without
raising suspicion. While the ability to pay for food played a crucial role,
at times it was the emotional relationship with the caretaker that seems
to have provided the primary basis for assistance. Following his escape,
Rudolf Reder, who was born in 1881 and ran a soap factory in Lvov
before the war, hid with Joanna Borkowska—a woman who had worked
and who had a job cleaning for the Gestapo during the Nazi occupation.
She found food for him and additional provisions came from an unusual
source—from the Gestapo men who gave her meat for her dog. Reder
took a degree of satisfaction in knowing that, since his caretaker passed
the meat to him, the Nazis unknowingly contributed to his survival.”?

For those trying to survive in Lvov by passing as non-Jews, food sig-
nified the difference between lives lived outside the ghetto and life on
the inside. During the bloodiest round-up in Lvov, in August 1942,
Lena Orlean hid with her Polish acquaintances but, fearful of exposing
them to danger, she left and desperately looked for shelter. She spent a
night in an uninhabited house that was being renovated for the employ-
ees of the Deutsche Post Osten, but was discovered, together with other
desperate Jews. She decided to leave the place and prepared to appear
as unsuspicious as possible on the streets of Lvov. Interestingly, that dis-
guise included her attitude to food: ‘I put lipstick on, assumed a careless
face and began to eat a roll in a nonchalant manner’.”* Apparently, for
those in pursuit of Jews, no Jewish woman would appear careless or cas-
ually consume a roll on the street. When Maria Rosenbloom arrived in
Lvov from Kotomyja, where she had suffered from hunger, she found
herself at a Christmas party: ‘Exactly what I needed at that point, but I
came there, I was introduced as their friend from Kolomyja and it was a
lot of festivity going on, there was food on the table. I tried to join and
then in the evening I left’.”> Born in 1924 in Lvov, Lidia Eichenholz,
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who escaped from the Janowska camp to the Aryan side of Lvov,
managed to pass as a non-Jew. She found lodgings with several other
people—with whom she also shared food: ‘I had to eat whatever they
gave to me’.”® For those Jews who were able to secure papers, access-
ing food became similar to the challenges faced by other non-Jewish
inhabitants of Lvov. They relied on food rations supplemented with food
bought on the black market.””

However, the situation for those Jewish men, women and children
who had to go underground and who relied on food being brought to
them was particularly dire. In the autumn of 1943, Leszek Allerhand
spent several weeks in hiding on Lyczakowska Street, receiving a plate
with food only once every three days.”® Rubin Furgang hid for about
a year until the liberation along with his sister, four other Jewish men
and a Jewish baby. He received food provisions from Ochremowicz—a
Jew from Nowy Sacz—who came to Lvov and was able to pass as a non-
Jew. The whole group almost starved as provisions, consisting of bread,
rice and potatoes, had to be purchased on the black market.” Beyond
black market prices and fear of attracting the attention of suspicious
neighbours, dependence on those who delivered food to hiding places
could put Jews in grave danger. Edward Ganza—a child survivor from
Lvov—described the dread of abandonment by his caretaker and the
realization he would starve to death on the eve of the liberation. In May
1944, together with his parents, the boy hid in a shed. For a month a
man delivered food to them. But, fearing the coming siege of Lvov, he
decided to leave the city, forsaking the Jewish family locked inside the
shack. Before disappearing, he brought bread and water which lasted for
two weeks. Facing death from starvation, his parents decided to run the
risk of venturing outside, first bringing gooseberries from the garden and
then asking neighbours for bread. When Edward’s mother returned with
bread and water, they were ‘happy. We immediately took to eating the

bread with which we drank the water’.80

Foobp AFTER LIBERATION

Jewish survivors who emerged from hiding in Lvov and its surround-
ings showed signs of malnutrition. Therefore, food played a key role in
the process of regaining health and resuming life after liberation. Gina
Mahr (1896-1966), a survivor whose family owned a mill in Grédek
Jagiellonski (today Horodok in Ukraine) before the war, described her
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return to Lvov from the small town of Zimna Woda on the outskirts of
the city, where she and her husband had survived in hiding. Not only
had they lost their only daughter, but the years of malnourishment
had taken a toll on Gina’s health. She was physically and emotionally
exhausted, felt sick, broke into sweats and had to hold onto the walls to
stop herself from collapsing. Given their situation, survivors from Zimna
Woda made food and shelter a top priority. When a small group of them
arrived in Lvov the men found an empty apartment in Bernardynski
Square. While they cleared the space of rubble and found some beds and
pallets in the basements, Gina cooked some cabbage and potatoes, the
only products available to her at the time, but had to do so without any
salt. “This first feast will be forever carved in my memory; everyone ate
greedily, and everyone praised the remarkable taste of the dish’, Mahr
recalled.®! This first festive meal after liberation was a celebration of life,
togetherness and the shared humanity of the survivors.

Although their daily diet consisted only of dried bread that Gina and
her husband had prepared in Zimna Woda and despite their own dire
situation, the Mahrs readily shared what they had with those in need.
When Gina’s husband brought a girl home who had survived by hid-
ing in a forest near Lvov and who was looking in vain for surviving fam-
ily members at the Jewish Committee, the couple shared their meagre
food with her. Furthermore, food was a catalyst for social gatherings
amongst survivors. Gina and her husband sold the last remaining pieces
of clothing they had recovered after liberation to collect money for a tea-
house the men had decided to set up, as there was no Jewish establish-
ment at this time. Having received permission from the authorities, they
cleaned the place themselves and set it up with the few chipped plates
they owned. She recalled that ‘One day I cooked lunch for ten people
and one of our partners went out into the city and brought back ten
people’.8? Gina served the food; however, she and her husband could
not afford the luxury of the meat dish themselves. The clientele grew
steadily: on the next day twenty Jews arrived, and on the third fifty.
They came eagerly, ‘happy that they could eat among themselves’, and
‘after a few days our establishment became a meeting point for remain-
ing Jews; here they took their first steps in establishing themselves
again’.83 Food became a source of mutual aid and moral strength as the
idea of a family expanded to include other Jewish survivors. In the eve-
nings, this group of survivors sat together by an oil lamp, Gina remi-
nisced: ‘We constituted one family; whatever we cooked we ate together.
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Despite the poverty, there was no envy or arguments. We helped one
another, we enjoyed the company of one another, united by our shared
misfortune’.34

As their financial conditions improved, Gina and her husband began to
eat better too. ‘I will not forget the first scene when the first egg was to
be eaten. Arke insisted I eat it, as I was instructed [by a physician] to eat
well, but I could not swallow it quietly knowing how much he could use
it as well’. Her husband could hardly walk and appeared disabled. After
liberation, food became a source of livelihood, financial and then phys-
ical. But, first, this family wanted to feed others and earn a living, and
only then were they ready to eat better themselves. In the aftermath of
the Soviet arrival in Lvov, inter-ethnic relations played a much less explicit
role in discussing food. It became again a sign of rebuilding not only
physical strength but also rekindling of Jewish familial and communal ties.

CONCLUSIONS

Few Jews survived the Holocaust in Lvov. They were either deported to
the extermination camp of Betzec (some to Sobibér), or murdered in
the vicinity. For the majority of those who tried to find shelter on the
Arvyan side or build hiding places there, their survival depended on their
familiarity with the area and their ability to identify Gentiles willing to
provide assistance, and to avoid those who were willing to turn in Jews.
Most Jews did not succeed in navigating these dire circumstances for
long. Living conditions in hiding were in most cases extremely difficult.
A close analysis of the situation in Lvov offers a unique perspective of
the efforts of Jews struggling to survive in a city where the majority of
city-dwellers were Polish and Jewish, but which also had a Ukrainian
population. Chronology and geography make Lvov different from the
other large and better known ghettos, and access to food depended here
more directly on ties with non-Jews than in other large ghettos in east-
ern Europe. As long as the ghetto endured, it provided the prisoners at
Janowska camp with some limited assistance.

The shorter time span of the ghetto’s existence did not slow down
the process of drastic pauperisation of Lvov Jews nor the effect of hun-
ger on the community. Relations with non-Jews in Lvov proved crucial
in supplying Jews in the ghetto and in hiding with food. The ability
to use these pre-existing networks depended on class or the availa-
bility of financial resources that the families used to purchase food.
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Ultimately, developing and cultivating relationships with Polish and
Ukrainian benefactors proved essential for procuring food and clothes,
and overcoming hunger. While most Jews who went into hiding experi-
enced some degree of starvation, those with money were able to receive
better food, although this was not a guarantee of survival. Locating net-
works with access to food also played a role. Having access to food or
experiencing hunger signified one’s chances for survival, depending on
one’s economic status and the ability to adapt to ‘organising’ food, and
then preparing and distributing it.

Food was scarce, and in the testimonies of the clite one finds also
accounts of hunger. Starvation was most often observed and feared
rather than experienced. In their accounts, Jews often reflected on the
fate of those who starved. In contrast, the gendered relationship with
food supplies and preparation seldom became a subject of critical con-
templation. Gender roles continued in the ghetto with women being
responsible for preparing and serving food to their families. Similarly,
gender roles also affected the ability of non-Jewish benefactors to pro-
vide food and, by extension, the ability to link to such providers.

In Jewish testimonies, food and starvation are recurrent categories
for discussing heroic efforts of individuals, survival strategies of families,
communal solidarity and ultimately Jewish helplessness in the face of the
Holocaust. Through the lens of food and hunger, Jewish testimonies from
Lvov tell of suffering, vulnerability and a struggle for physical survival.
They show how access to food became salient in the context of Jewish
family networks and how it tested family bonds and forced taking on new
roles. While class, gender and age shaped access to food, these categories
also changed over time as Jewish men, women and children bartered for
food, smuggled it, cared for family members or decided to abandon them.
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horror; then some non-human desperation distorted it; then sharp lines
of irredeemable sorrow cut deep lines around his mouth, his eyebrows
arched and pure teardrops fell from his eyelashes. Then all of a sudden
it was gone — the face winced with rage and the boy began to violently
grind his teeth, making gruff, husky sounds with his throat and clench-
ing tiny fists so fiercely that his nails, pressed against the palms, became
white...”! The image of this boy includes many important aspects of
the problem concerning the scientific understanding of military child-
hood: the loss of family, orphanhood, famine, constant oppressive fear,
life under the occupation. According to the newest demographic studies
the war cost the lives of more than 8.5 million civilians in the occupied
USSR territories alone. About 4 million of these victims were children.
During the war period, 1.3 million newborns died soon after birth due
to severe conditions, famine and lack of proper medical care.?

In Russian historiography, scholarly interest on the problems of
children’s everyday life experience under the occupation has focussed
mainly on the problems of historical and collective memory relating to
the tragic events of World War 1I% and on childhood history as an inde-
pendent research area.* Childhoods ruined and traumatised by military
actions, life experiences, the death of family members, cold and famine,
backbreaking labour and the war itself found reflection in Soviet histo-
riography, works of local historians and published memoir collections.?
Extensive research has been done on the heroism of children and teen-
agers at, and behind, the front, state social policy regarding children,
the development of Soviet schools during the war years, children’s
help on all fronts of the war and state social policy regarding orphans.®
Needless to say, until the collapse of the Soviet Union, certain historical
research was influenced by state political ideology and a great many facts
were simply not discussed. For instance, life of children in the occupied
regions of the North Caucasus only became a subject of scholarly analy-
sis in the post-Soviet era.” Nevertheless, a historiographical survey shows
that many facets of Soviet childhood under Nazi rule still remain insuffi-
ciently explored, such as issues of daily life and children’s survival strate-
gies under extreme military conditions.

The North Caucasus® is interesting in a number of aspects. A terri-
tory of the former USSR, today’s Russia, it is home to a very diverse
population in terms of ethnic, religious and confessional structures. With
its access to the Black Sea coast to the west and large oil reserves to the
east, the Wehrmacht considered the North Caucasus to be a strategically



THE NORTH CAUCASUS AND GERMAN EXPLOITATION POLICIES ... 251

important region. Battles for the Caucasus took place between the
River Don and the foothills of the North Caucasus from July 1942
to October 1943. By mid-autumn 1942 the majority of the North
Caucasus’ found itself in a military-led zone under a regime, known as
a Militérverwaltung (‘Military Administration’), where officers of the
Third Reich headed regional and municipal commands.!® Occupation
is a difficult and controversial period in the history of World War II.
Civilians were forced to live together with the occupiers, to work for
the enemy and to survive the dangers of both the front line and parti-
san warfare. The occupation of different regions of the North Caucasus
lasted from several weeks up to a year. The Wehrmacht established local
commands in regional centres throughout the Caucasus, including in the
regions of Stavropol, Krasnodar, Rostov-on-Don, Karachaevsk, Circassia,
Adygea, Kabardino-Balkaria, and North-Ossetia. The New Order
regime in the North Caucasus differed from the aggressive policy of the
Wehrmacht in other regions of the Soviet Union. The fact that occupied
territories were close to the front line, the later start of the occupation,
its relatively short duration!! and the Nazi policy aimed at inflaming
ethnic discord affected the nature of the interaction between occupiers
and the local population. Analysis of regional specificity in the context
of Russian history allows us to reconsider many of the established his-
toriographical stereotypes of World War 1I, using a modern approach
and new sources including declassified wartime sources and oral inter-
views. Such evidence has given rise to a few projects, initiated by the
chapter’s authors and supported by the Russian Humanitarian Scientific
Foundation. Using oral history method, these projects investigate the
transformation of the collective memory of World War II through the
reminiscences of children who witnessed the war in the North Caucasus.
Our most important task in the period from 2007 to 2010 was the cre-
ation of an archive of oral interviews with people who had experienced
war in the North Caucasus’ occupied localities as children and teenagers.

We have conducted oral interviews with the former ‘children of war’
who currently reside in the Krasnodar region and the Republic of Adygea
(interviewer—Irina Rebrova) as well as the Stavropol region (inter-
viewer—Elena Strekalova). The results of this work were partly docu-
mented in the book Vtoraya mirvovaya voyna v detskikh ‘ramhalkh pamyati’
(‘World War II in the ‘Memory Frameworks’ of Children’), edited by
the leader of the project, researcher of the history of youth Aleksandr
Rozhkov.!? Our argument is that a complete picture of the war and
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the military occupation can only be possible by analysing the complex
childhood impressions of those who actually experienced it first-hand. In
the course of our work we have put together a collection of (more than
50) oral interviews with people born before the war, who lived predom-
inantly in rural areas of the Krasnodar and Stavropol regions. These are
‘the voices of the past’,!3 roots of the past in the present, since child eye-
witnesses of war tend to judge their whole life from the point of view
of their military childhoods. Many of the narrators suffered incurable
psychological trauma as children, which affected them for the rest of
their lives. Social life and everyday military life in the temporary occupa-
tion zones determined the so-called social frameworks of memory,!* the
analysis of which we present in this chapter.

Let us note that individual memory about the past does not exist as
such, it is always influenced by politics, propaganda, mass media, fic-
tion, literature and art. Oral interviews—like stories about war, ‘coaxed
memoirs’,'> are significant evidence of the past. Interviewing the eye-
witnesses helps us to hear ‘the voices of the silent majority’ that are an
indispensable part of anthropological insight into the war. As a social his-
torian Tamara Hareven argues, oral history allows us, not only to estab-
lish the sequence of events in people’s lives, but also to see how various
pieces of these lives can be assembled to form a certain picture, or can be
broken and folded back together; they can lose their meaning, change
meaning, come and go in new configurations at different moments of the
person’s life.!¢ The impression of the war formed directly in childhood
will differ greatly from the impression formed in the minds of ordinary
people among the older generation, who were influenced by state prop-
aganda and state ideology about the war. The events fixed in children’s
memories significantly influence both the fate of the witnesses themselves
and become part of the mechanism of collective memory, an image of the
war shared, and contributed to, by members of the wider social group.

Our main criterion in selecting interviewees was age: we chose people
who were aged from 5 to 14 when the war began (born in 1928-1937).
At the time the interviews were conducted, these were rather elderly
people, the youngest being 71. The majority of our interviews were
conducted in a free narrative form, which allowed the narrator to speak
naturally about the moments of life that he or she considered most signifi-
cant. Questions for clarification came right after the narration (a question-
naire was compiled),!” the purposes of which were to point out the details
and clarify obscurities. The stories of our narrators show synthesising and
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generalising memory functions. The subject of survival in extreme mil-
itary and occupation situations became the main theme of all the nar-
rators’ reminiscences, which were closely connected with the loss of
family members, pain, fear, famine, deprivation and labour beyond their
strength. Also reflected in the interviews were the topics of everyday life
behind the front, before and at the time of the occupation, as well as atti-
tudes towards ‘friends’ and ‘hostiles’; images of the enemy, and a combi-
nation of collective and individual memories about war in general.

A characteristic of ‘childhood memories’ about World War II is their
highly emotional tone. According to German sociologist Harald Welzer,
‘neurological research shows that elderly people’s memories of the dis-
tant past are stable and rich and with the course of time they become
even more static and complete. They are also not prone to any transfor-
mations and reflection, unlike memories that are comparatively new’.!8
The majority of the collected testimonies are filled with vivid narratives
about family life under the occupation, about childish fears and expec-
tations, and of course about the enemy.!” The depiction of war through
childhood recollection is rather obscure and patchy due to the narrators’
age—it consists mostly of separate, fragmentary memories. For this rea-
son, we have used official sources to create a better idea and understand-
ing of what the everyday life of child witnesses of the war looked like
under Nazi rule in the North Caucasus.

‘TaE TiME oF Loss’: MEMORIES ABOUT THE START OF WAR

The beginning of the war in the USSR (22 June 1941) is a crucial event
echoing in the interviews as the start of ‘the time of loss’. Memories of
losing loved ones at times of war are typical for millions of people but for
children they are especially painful and lead to destruction of the whole
idea of childhood. The quiet calm of family life was lost in that moment
when fathers and even mothers left for the front and never returned.
Almost all the narrators (with the exception of those who were brought
up in incomplete or repressed Soviet families??) recalled these particular
moments emotionally and in detail:

I was the youngest in our family; there were five of us... I remember when
my dad was leaving he picked me up and put me back down so quickly,
turned away, and we had that towel hanging in the kitchen, he wiped his
tears with it... Father died in 1943 [weeps].2!
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Vladimir Movzalevskiy found himself an orphan at 13 and, reminiscing
with tears in his eyes, he recalled the following:

As mother was leaving, imagine mother leaving for the front... she
caressed, hugged, and kissed me so much, then said: ‘Son, I’'m off to the
front, you are staying here with granny. Everything depends on you’. But
I didn’t understand what depended on me. ‘You’ll be a happy man when
the war ends. Just manage to stay alive’. She surely had that feeling, you
know, that mother’s premonition, the feeling of never coming back again.
She never returned. Father died and so did she. He died in [19]42, and
mother in [19]43. T only found out that my parents were dead in 1944 in
Krasnodar Suvorov school...??

For the children who experienced war first-hand, the main frames around
which a special reality formed in their memories was obviously the sub-
ject of family history and the war itself. If memories of front-line sol-
diers are more reflected with the concept of ‘I’, memories of younger
witnesses of the war have a lot more ‘we’ in them. At the same time,
during the process of transferring their life experiences, they also tend
to transfer the main cultural reference points and social practices of soci-
ety and the epoch in general. We can observe integration and interac-
tion between the experience of an individual and society’s collective
memory about historical events. Proof of this can be found in Vladimir
Movzalevskiy’s final inference. He says that, having lost his parents, he
had lost everything, and then switches to memories regarding the col-
lapse of the country, and the downfall of everything people had grown
accustomed to. His grandmother died and he had to panhandle and
exchange his belongings at the market in order to survive. Weak and
dying, he was later carried to the hospital by a soldier. After the war,
he graduated from Suvorov’s orphan school, had a family, founded the
Society of Young Defenders of the Motherland in the city of Stavropol
and yet, reminiscing about childhood, he still says he ‘lost everything’.
This is exactly what we consider the tragedy of war: a single man’s expe-
rience intertwined with historical memory of the whole society. The
national interpretation of the term The Great Victory?? is different to the
way society sees it. For the nation, it is rather the time of heart-breaking
loss. The famous words, which have become part of an iconic song There
Is Gladness but with Sadness in Our Eyes by the poet Vladimir Kharitonov,
perfectly reflect the collective memory of the nation.
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At the beginning of 1941 the war seemed a long distance away from
the North Caucasus. People were only reminded of its presence via
mobilisation, food stamps and the voice of Juri Levitan reporting the lat-
est news from the front line. Alongside the more or less organised evac-
uation process controlled by the State Defence Committee (GKO),?*
founded on 24 June 1941, a large number of refugees were rushing in
a steady but disorderly flow away from near the frontline towards the
south of Russia.?® Soviet authorities considered the North Caucasus as
a relatively safe shelter for evacuees from the other regions,?® so streams
of people continued to arrive in the area until the summer of 1942. They
came from the Ukrainian, Byelorussian and Moldavian Soviet Socialist
Republics (SSR) as well as the Crimean Autonomous Soviet Socialist
Republic (ASSR), and, more latterly, from the northwestern regions of
the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR). In particu-
lar, thousands of inhabitants from the besieged Leningrad, including a
few whole orphanages, were relocated to the Krasnodar and Stavropol
regions in the spring of 1942.27 Orphanages from other western parts of
the country were evacuated as well—about 976 during the first period
of the war (in the second half of 1941) affecting more than 107,000
orphans.?® Tens of thousands of impoverished, abandoned children had
been taken away from the front and resettled in the North Caucasus by
the summer of 1942.

Memories of defensive anti-tank ditches being constructed were
another feature of that time. Rostov-on-Don was first seized by the
Nazis and then a fight to claim it back took place on 21 November
1941. It was called the Gate of the North Caucasus for good reason, and
the Soviet government considered it important to build fortifying lines
around it. During the autumn and winter of 1941 /1942, many women
and older school children were drawn into defensive labour. They were
working together and under the guidance of the sapper army?’:

I had just finished my eighth school year when the war began... it was
a very hard time for us, we were often sent to dig trenches near Rostov.
A German came up to us and took our horses away, so we had to walk
in snow towards home for a whole week. When we got back we started
going to school again and studying. Then they [Soviet local authori-
ties] said trenches had to be dug near the station. Our station was called
Ryzdvyanaya, so those who were old enough had to go. We were sent
there as well...30
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Both girls and boys lived through the difficulties of hard labour in the
field with shovels and pickaxes. However, they embraced it, took it for
granted, considered it a mutual burden. Alongside that, memories of
their contemporaries and schoolmates being taken away to the front
seem more painful:

My brother was the oldest. He and the whole tenth grade of our school
were taken away... And, basically, we never saw any of those children
return. Imagine, not a single person came back...3!

As the war moved closer to the North Caucasus, ‘the time of losses’ and
the time of destruction become more and more prevalent in the memo-
ries of our narrators. This is what Nadezhda Nefedova recollected about
one of the bombings in the town of Georgievsk in the Stavropol region.
The events took place in 1942 and she was 14 years old:

All those railways were packed with carriages. Trains were full... Our
wounded soldiers... This is exactly where the bombing took place. Just as
we came in and ran between the carriages. We had to get to the other side
to reach the steppe. And that’s when the bombing started, it was absolutely
insane... We immediately ran to the ditch, I covered myself with a sack and
mother had a firm grip on me. She held me very tight. People from the
wagons were running right towards us, trying to hide from the bombing.
Everything was on fire — the wagons, wounded soldiers in them... every-
one screaming... The planes flew past a few times as we were lying there
hiding. What we saw in the morning when we got out was terrible... an
absolute mess... injured people everywhere, a woman crawling like this, her
face ripped off... horrible... the hair and skin were ripped away and blocked
her vision. All covered in blood, she was crawling and screaming among the
injured, wounded and dying around her. Dear God, it was dreadful.??

Teenagers understood terrors of war. Years later, their narrations became
full of anxiety and fears for family members and themselves. Children,
on the contrary, never knew what a war was and didn’t have the slightest
clue what consequences could follow. They had no idea what a bombing
was and why people around were screaming while looking for a place
to hide. It is the parents’ behaviour and mood that mattered most to
children. This is what Galina Olenskaya recalled about her experience of
discovering the terrors of war:
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Irina Vladimirovna, our teacher, came into the classroom and said:
‘Children, pack your things, there will be no lessons. Go home’. Of course
we were very happy to hear that. Shouting something like ‘Hoorah! We’re
free to go home!” we rushed outside laughing. Then she [the teacher]
shouted after us, ‘You’re not going home, you’re going to the bomb shel-
ter’. None of us had a clue what a bomb shelter was and why we would
have to go there. As we were laughing and skipping down the street I saw
my mother running towards me. I didn’t recognise her at first [our empha-
sis, I.R., E.S.]. Her hair was uncombed, her face pale and frightened, and
those eyes... she saw me, and grabbed me like this, hands shaking. ‘Oh
goodness, quick, quick, quick’. Then we rushed to the shelter and I asked,
‘What’s wrong, mummy? Why are you so scared?’ She replied: ‘Bombing
attack’. I went on: ‘What is it2” Mother said: ‘Nazi are attacking Krasnodar
and dropping bombs’. And what are bombs? I always knew about choco-
late bombs so I exclaimed: ‘But mummy, they are chocolate bombs, let’s
go there’. She replied with: ‘Chocolate! No, these are the bombs that kill
people!” and again I questioned: ‘What do you mean kill?* You see, I didn’t
even understand anything at that time.33

Gradually children began to learn more about the terrors of war person-
ally as they grew older and more responsible. They had long months of
occupation ahead of them.

‘CoLb, HUNGRY, BAREFOOT ... BUT WORKING’: THE SUBJECT
OF LABOUR AND HARDSHIP

Labour was an extremely vital survival strategy during the war years
and as a result became an integral part of the narrators’ memories. Very
often the work allocated to a person suited neither their physical abili-
ties nor their age. Obligatory and regular, it was a normal phenomenon
for the overwhelming majority of young citizens of the USSR. It par-
ticularly applied to children living in rural areas. The war was a ‘boost-
ing tool’ that made them grow up faster in order to work harder. It is a
well-known fact that, in traditional peasant families, children helped their
parents from early childhood on. Memories of people whose early child-
hood coincided with collectivisation include recollections about work on
collective farm fields as well. Bringing children to such work was a strat-
egy of survival, one of the ways of socialisation, the foundations of which
were laid inside the family.
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During the war, fields of activity involving child labour were
developed extensively, and the work very often exceeded a child’s phys-
ical limits. The majority of our narrators were teenagers when the war
broke out and, from the very beginning, they were drawn into construc-
tion of defensive frontiers (from the autumn of 1941 until the spring
of 1942). Such labour was usually combined with hardship and caused
children to grow up fast. Senior students were taken away from home
and sent to far-off locations (considering the fact they had neither money
nor any means of transport) with minimal rations and hard duties. Some
children had to leave school after their seventh year in order to work on
collective farms, or help their mothers maintain families since the fathers
and brothers had been mobilised. The whole area of memory around
labour is transported through a sense of self-esteem in the children who
were growing up and helping their families survive. Such memories are
common to people from all over the country, who experienced the mil-
itary era as children. Nina Kazantzeva (born in 1928 in the Tambov
region) and Efrosin’ya Kulikova (born in 1936 in the Stavropol region)
have similar images of military childhood:

I went to work on a collective farm... we rolled and untied bundles of
hay... I even took part in haymaking once. The rake was this big [shows
it]. We gathered and bundled the hay while others were scything it. I was
such a little girl at the time, yet I managed to do it all. My mother was ill
once so I had to take care of her and work at the same time.3*

Mother once collapsed with camp fever so her brigadier took us instead
of her. We tied up sheaves of hay and sunflowers... we had to do
everything.3®

Young girls were obliged to do all kinds of work during the military
time, and very often they had no choice but to take up men’s work as
well, from grazing animals to driving a tractor. Such military situations,
together with the shortage of men, led to the so-called forced feminisa-
tion in the 1940s. Women performed men’s work and acquired the tra-
ditionally patriarchal skills of independence and leadership, though this
often meant that they remained single in their post-war private lives. In
general, the forms of speech used by narrators included such expressions
as ‘we worked’, ‘we helped’, ‘we were attracted to work’ and so on,
which shows that they perceived this work as something common, some-
thing that unified their generation:
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Cold and hungry... walking barefoot, working for 12 hours, we were the
only ones to rely on at the front. It was we who supported everything during
the war. If we didn’t work, we wouldn’t win. We were just as young [refer-
ring to the interviewer] as you are and we had to work for twelve hours. . .36

The matter of hunger or starvation comes up in almost every interview.
This problem relates not only to the memory of this generation. During
the war, many people were starving even far behind the front lines.3”
However, this way of living—constantly starving and affected by war—is
a lot more painful and severe when experienced in childhood:

I always wanted to sleep and eat, and I still do, you see. My wife always
says: ‘Oh, when are you going to have enough food?’ I say, I still can’t eat
enough. I was absolutely starving in my youth, you know, I was hungry for
long enough...38

In comparison to the adult survivors of the war, ‘children of war’ describe
in detail what they ate during the war. Unlike the front-line soldiers, who
often had to be deliberately asked about their wartime nutrition during
the interview, the ‘children of war’ generation normally started speaking
without being prompted about this essential human need:

We had absolutely nothing to eat when Vitya was born. I was 11 years old
at the time, moving from one town to another. Mum bought tobacco and
I used to take it to Tikhoretsk and Kropotkin [towns in the Krasnodar
region] by train. You’d ask what means of transport we used: Well, we
used to cling on to a train and just hang on till the controllers took us off
in, let’s say, Kropotkin. They sent us to a police station and the latter took
the tobacco away. I used to say that my father was at the front and that my
mother and little brothers were dying of starvation. These words made them
let me go. This was pretty much how we made our way through the war.?

The occupation survivors emphasised how their mothers used to bury
corn seeds in the backyard so that they could grind the grain early at
dawn in order to make crumpets for the children. It was the only thing
they had and apart from the morning crumpets there was no food in the
house whatsoever. The next time mothers could feed their children was
only after nightfall, so that the Nazis who stayed at their farmstead did
not take away their pitiful food supplies.*® There are some stories about
how they saved cows, baked flat cakes out of orache and nettle, and how
potato peels were the main source of daily nutrition. Children tried to
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help adults get food, sometimes they managed to do it better since they
could find food in places where adults could not go:

I went to that kindergarten and there was a German division nearby. They
obviously had a kitchen and at the gate of this division stood massive con-
tainers. They threw out everything they didn’t need there. You know, they
cleaned up and threw scraps into those containers. So we, being such tiny
kids, chose what we thought was okay and put it into our little buckets.
The Germans did not have to take out their rubbish and food waste. And
so, I remember, one day we came, and there was a whole lot of cans of len-
tils. Interestingly, some of them were open while others were completely
sealed. They were probably rotten or just past their use-by date. We imme-
diately grabbed the cans and dragged them home. No one really got poi-
soned or anything, you know, it was fine.*!

The period of starvation lasted until after the occupation too, when
everything was exported to the front from the bread-making districts of
Stavropol and Krasnodar. For some young men, hunger was the reason that
prompted voluntary departure to the front before they were old enough to
g0. The soldiers had enough food, and this ‘salvation from starvation’ was
considered significant. ‘Get killed? Let it be so, it’s better than starving’.#*?
Despite the lack of food that was rich in vitamins and proteins under
the occupation, many narrators, especially those evacuated to the North
Caucasus, emphasise the natural wealth of the region and its favourable

climatic conditions:

I sometimes reminisce with my wife, she is a Siberian, you see, and they
starved a lot more than we did. Of course, the feeling of hunger haunted
us all the time — well, hungry is hungry — but still, we didn’t starve to
death or anything.*3

Unlike in other regions of the country, people could feed themselves on
a plant-based diet in the south of Russia, thus it was easier to survive the
occupation there and not die from exhaustion and hunger.

‘FrRIENDS’ AND ‘HOSTILES’: OCCUPATION OF THE NORTH
Caucasus THrRoUGH THE EYES oF CHILDREN
Memories about the occupation become a special semantic block of all

the interviews. Recollections deal with the nearness of real war, the visual
presence of military actions, enemy soldiers, and local policemen (Polizez).
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In the narratives, images of soldiers from both sides stand out clearly
both at the beginning and the end of this period. The soldiers of the
retreating Red Army evoked sympathy, compassion and pain before
the occupation began. The retreat of the Red Army units in the North
Caucasus in July of 1942 was swift, bloody and painful both for the army
and the civilians. A heavy sense of impending disaster and fear was pre-
served in the memory of the ‘children of war’ in relation to captured
the Red Army soldiers:

I remember how they drove captive sailors [Soviet] away and, even
though they were wounded, they still supported each other. They were
probably captured in Novorossiysk [a port city in the Krasnodar region],
on the outskirts; there was an ongoing defence operation at the time.
There were submachine gunners all the way round [surrounding the pris-
oners|, and behind them was a car with a quad-machine gun aimed at the
column.**

In contrast, the ‘children of war’ remembered ‘hostiles’—soldiers of
the Wehrmacht army (in the North Caucasus there were German,
Romanian, and Italian units)—as being well armed, and unconditionally
confident in their victory army of looters, murderers and robbers:

The entrance [to the shelter] was blocked by a pillow. As we quickly
glanced at it we saw the pillow being pulled away and an armed German
directing a pistol at us... My grandmother sat on the very edge, a little fur-
ther away was mum with my brother in her arms, next to her sat my sister
and then it was me... We went out and saw that a group of Germans was
already walking around the rooms, giggling, laughing, chewing something,
digging into things and looking for something...*3

The looting of the Nazi army is a common phenomenon that pervades
the memory of the occupation period:

They took away piglets, chickens, eggs... All the bread and pigs from our
collective farms were taken away. And who could say ‘no” when a gun was
pointed right at your face? There were about two hundred pigs in the
pigsty; they took each and every one of them. Not all sheep, horses, and
wheat were taken. Just between the villages of Izobil’noe and Donskoe
[villages in the Stavropol region] the road is good, so they transported
the stolen goods to Izobil’noe, loaded the carriages and sent them
away. 6
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In the context of the narrators’ memories about the occupation, the
image of ‘foreign’ soldiers subtly transforms into an image of ‘hostile’
soldiers and later becomes ‘the enemy’.*” There are numerous memories
regarding atrocities, collective shootings and mobile gas vans:

The Germans came in 1942. It was summer, and they went through our
village to Svetlograd [a city in the Stavropol region]... We had a lot of
Jews. And when the Germans came in... they sent dispatches to every
village with the order to gather all Jews from our region in Svetlograd.
There’s a mountain called Baranich’ya in Svetlograd, so the Germans gath-
ered the Jews there, huddled, and then shot them down in a pit...*8

The layer of memories about robberies, executions, atrocities and
Gaswagen (‘mobile gas vans’) is confirmed by archival sources. For exam-
ple, the decree of the commandant’s office no. 12 on the resettlement of
Jews from the city to sparsely populated regions of Ukraine was pasted
in Kislovodsk on 7 September 1942.#° However, they were shot near the
glass factory close to the city of Mineralnye Vody.>°

Eyewitnesses recall the memory of the shootings with bitterness after
many years:

The Germans drove men and teenagers to the camp, where they dug
trenches behind the village [of Raevskaya in the Krasnodar region].
The front had already been established in Novorossiysk and didn’t
spread further. Well, as I recall it was the early spring of 1943, and the
youth started preparing to escape. Someone betrayed them and passed
all the information on. So, the Germans shot the kids down, twenty of
them. I knew almost everyone. And their mothers ran along the gardens
and cried. It was behind the village, near one of the springs, where they
were shot down... I have remembered this forever, this is my Raevskaya
tragedy.>!

The ‘children of war’ felt great fear and terror towards the ‘hostiles’.
They often talked about this in the interviews years later:

Well, we did walk around of course, but were rather afraid. We were only
teenagers, we loved ice-skating in winter and Karasun was nearby [Karasun
River is now a chain of lakes in Krasnodar]|. We larked about, girls came
out to play, but it was terrible, there were unexpected bombings and shells
falling. We were afraid to walk around because of this war. And once, when
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we were walking on the ice, we heard the Germans running. There were a
few houses alongside the ice so we ran there to hide. I remember a friend
of mine lived in one of them. We ran there, but the Germans caught one
of us and started beating him up. But we managed to run away and to
one of the houses, and there was a large barrel so we climbed underneath.
The girl who lived in that area knew where to hide; she somehow ran
behind the barbed wire fence and stopped there. The Germans were abso-
lutely furious about not being able to reach her. They chased us. We were
beaten up occasionally, but not to death... There was the prospect of being
beaten and even raped if they caught us, but we always ran away.>?

Women who survived the war as adolescents often mentioned the fact
that invaders could abuse and sexually assault them. Young girls were
very often locked up at home or hidden in cellars. Dressed up in rags and
shredded clothes, they had their faces purposely smeared with soot. The
feeling of fear has always remained in the memory of female narrators.

‘Hostile” is always a pejorative term denoting a rival who threatens
danger. Therefore, the assessment of everything alien and foreign is only
negative. It is noteworthy that in the memoirs of the ‘children of war’,
‘hostiles’ were associated not only with the abstract category of invaders,
but very often with the Romanian units in the Wehrmacht. The fact that
narrators articulated the particular nationality of occupiers, which left a
prominent mark in their memory for many years, leads us to assume that
the Germans and soldiers of other nations (primarily Romanians) had
different methods of treatment and occupation policy:

When the Romanians were coming, everyone was scared. When the
Romanian soldiers sang, everyone ran behind their house gate. They would
look out for a second and hide again because the Romanians were wild. The
Germans were not as brutal as the Romanians. I never heard of a German
shooting someone outside, it was usually the Romanians who did so.>3

Another narrator states:

When the offensive began, the Romanians came. They had black over-
coats and black helmets with skulls on them. As they passed by, they would
throw children into the wells and shoot down elderly people and everyone
in their way... Those were the Romanians. Yeah, but they somehow left us
quite quickly.>*
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The existence of ‘hostiles’ in itself stands as a threat to an individual’s or
group’s perception of ‘friends’ or ‘ours’. For this reason, the only possible
and justified reaction to the ‘hostile’ within this kind of binary opposi-
tion is rejection and aggression. A ‘hostile’ must necessarily be defeated,
humiliated, and destroyed morally, symbolically and in an ideal situation
physically as well.>® The ‘hostile’ marks the external boundaries of the
‘friend’, the limits of understanding and identity of the group. One can
defend oneself from the enemy, take shelter, escape or defeat him. But
in all cases the enemy is an appellate factor, which mobilises all members
of the community to solidarity and rallying around a power or group
authority that guarantees security and riddance of the threat of destruc-
tion.?® Much attention in the memoirs of the ‘children of war’ is given
to the liberation of their city or village from the invaders. Joy of meeting
the liberators, ‘friends’ and the banishment of ‘hostiles’ becomes a kind of
theme of the victory of good over evil in the oral interviews.

Sometimes the image of the ‘hostile’ in the interviews does not cor-
respond to traditional images and differs from archival sources. In
individual memories the enemy sometimes acquires personal traits and
is endowed with ‘human qualities’. Russian historian Elena Senyavskaya
emphasises that the enemy was rarely seen as another human being,
his image was shaped by mental stereotypes, the work of political
propaganda and the realities of the war.” However, in oral stories the
‘enemy image’ does not only have the features of a ‘Nazi monster’, but
is sometimes endowed with ‘human qualities’. From the category of the
‘hostile’ the Germans sometimes turned into the category of the ‘other’.
The ‘other’ causes the subject to feel less of a sense of estrangement and
aggression as with the ‘hostile’; and instead rather a kind of interested
attention.>® The ‘hostile’ is never perceived as a human being in the full
sense of the word, but as a non-human who is not subject to the normal
laws of human community, while the ‘other’ is clearly a man, despite the
fact that he differs very strongly from the ‘friends’.>® The ‘other’ has a
name; he is not impersonal, as the ‘hostile’ is. In oral interviews with the
‘children of war’ there are stories about invaders who helped their fami-
lies survive. They call such people by name; there are notes of gratitude
towards them in the rhetoric of the interviewees’ narratives:

There are good people, and the Germans were sometimes good
too... when mother gave birth to my brother... and wanted to bathe him
once, she didn’t find any soap — so she gathered up some sunflower ash
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and percolated it with water so that it became somewhat soapy. And this
is how she bathed him, yes. Then a German came in. ‘Mamma’, he said,
‘there is a war raging outside, with bombs, it’s not good. Stalin and Hitler
are two leaders who are angry at each other, but we have to suffer’. And
he brought me a piece of soap. That was a good German, the others only
slapped me on the head.®

The narrator does not name the German, but she portrays him in
opposition to the rest of the ‘hostiles” who slapped her on the head.
Expecting help from the invaders seemed unnatural for a child. The epi-
sode with soap remained in the memory of the narrator because of its
non-standard nature. Attention to the ‘other’ generated a sense of grat-
itude. In the memoirs of eyewitnesses of the occupation period from
the summer of 1942 until the winter of 1943, some German soldiers
acquired the image of a doctor who provided help, or sometimes the
image of a soldier who treated children to chocolate.

(SELF)-REFLECTION ON THE ACQUIRED EXPERIENCE OF
‘CHILDREN OF WAR” UNDER MILITARY OCCUPATION

Reflection on the loss of loved ones as well as the psychological eftects of
war is often present at the end of each oral interview, or else it makes up
a significant semantic block within the narrative. According to the theory
of utterance, introduced by the Russian literary critic and philosopher
Mikhail Bakhtin, this kind of spoken communication can be explained as
the narrator’s chance to appeal to the listener in order that he or she find
understanding in the story.®! With these evaluative statements, narrators
explained their attitude to the war, to their almost lost childhood:

Q. Ivan Dmitrievich, how did you find out about the end of the war,
in particular the Victory Day, do you remember?

A. Tdo... I hid in a corner and bitterly cried that I had not avenged
myself...

Q. You wanted to avenge your father? I mean you wanted to kill the
German?

A. No, not just one, but all of them... I cried. And for many years on
that day... I cried... for the first time on that day... I found out
about the end of war when they announced it. That’s it! I did not
make it in time. And why [referring to crying], I do not know. For
life taken away, I believe...
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Q. Your father’s life?
A, Well, not really... our life, the life of all the people...%?

The family remained a support pillar during the war years, although
often it was rather ghostly. This is especially evident in the memories of
the North Caucasus occupation period. During the war, two and even
three generations of relatives lived together in families. Partly this was a
consequence of the traditionally preserved patriarchal way of life but, at
the same time, it became an important survival strategy during the war
years. Grown-up daughters-in-law, whose husbands went to the front,
often moved in with their mothers-in-law along with their children.
Together they kept the household, worked on the collective farm and
raised children. Most of the oral interviews of the ‘children of war’ show
people’s grateful attitude towards their grandmothers, which survived in
their memory. In many families the grandmothers stood in for those who
had gone to the front or died.

Our grandmother saved us, basically. She went about collecting ears
of wheat in the field. She was the one who brought us up. She left early
in the morning and came back late in the evening. She was like a gypsy:
black, tanned... She had a tiny garden where we planted pumpkins, or
various greens. We ate all sorts of things really... If I start reminiscing,
oh dear Lord! Winter cress, mallow [kinds of herbal plants], and acacia,
we ate everything. We were brought up by my mother too, but mostly
by my grandmother during that time. She’d pick up ears of wheat in the
field, then bring them in, grind or do something else to them, or bake
crumpets.®3

Content analysis of the texts of oral interviews reveals one more logical
narrative line, which can be conditionally called ‘the invisible presence
of war’. In other words, these are stories about what remained military
in the lives of children and adolescents after the ‘actual war’ (the
occupation) had ended. For our narrators, most of whom spent their
childhood in the regions of Stavropol and Krasnodar, this is the time
of the war after the occupation, spanning from the spring of 1943 until
1945. This was a time of economic recovery in the region. It is well
known that women and children replaced men, and that their labour
enabled the revival of agriculture. They ploughed with the use of cows
and sowed crops almost by hand, as the machinery had been destroyed
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and horses mobilised to the front. Because of this, many ‘children of war’
remember this era within the frameworks of the previously mentioned
narratives—namely, as a time of half-starved survival and heavy, compul-
sory labour for the benefit of the front.

Oral stories of the ‘children of war’ clearly demonstrate that the
family, close friends and fellow adolescents were of massive help in the
struggle to survive. Mutual assistance was not only economic but also
spiritual. War and extreme living conditions strengthened the family as a
social institution. Sometimes the Soviet people are associated with a large
family, each member of which plays a part in protecting the Motherland.
At the local level the best features of patriarchal family life manifested in
simple relationships, which remained in the children’s memory and car-
ried through the years. In the circle of ‘friends’ the children’s image of
the war has a place for friends, people close to the family and neighbours,
with whom children and adolescents spent most of the time. The young
people helped the adults, worked and played, believed that ‘friends’
would protect and help them to survive, to withstand the ‘hostiles’ dur-
ing wartime.

Oral history reflects the individuality of the narrators, their cultural
values and those specific historical circumstances that shaped their view
of the world. Oral history has the advantage that makes it possible to
reconstruct past events in a broader historical perspective and to com-
prehend earlier events in the context of their subsequent development.
Allowing a unique perspective through the prism of time, oral history
offers other criteria for assessing the significance of events, correlating
these events with changes in the views of a person.®* This observation is
especially important for the analysis of stories about military childhoods.
By the time the interviews were conducted, our narrators had accumu-
lated a vast wealth of life experience behind them. As a rule, they had
kept quiet about the theme of their wartime childhoods, not only in pub-
lic, but also among the closer circles of acquaintances and relatives. Many
of them claimed that their experiences in the war could not be compared
to those of the real heroes, the defenders of the Motherland. Often, they
were uncertain about the relevance of their personal narratives and expe-
riences of the war, and they replaced them with stories about what they
know from literature and history. Nevertheless, the part of the interviews
where questions were asked for clarification provoked them to talk about
their personal experience. Details describing their welfare as children and
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how they spent their free time let the researcher understand a lot more
and actually see beyond the limits of a standard perception of the war;
they allowed a close look into daily life during the war.
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‘... Have Not Received Any Deliveries
of Potatoes for Quite Some Time ...”: Food
Supply and Acquisition in the Ghettos
of Vilnius and Kaunas
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The food supply of the ghettos in Lithuania is a topic that offers a prom-
ising perspective of the realities of ghetto society. The following exam-
ples of the ghettos in Vilnius and Kaunas will demonstrate how it was
possible to organise a basic supply for the people living there—albeit a
precarious one at best. In spite of all the shortages, neither the sources
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from Kaunas nor the ones from Vilnius speak of people starving to
death. First, I will describe the system of food supply as well as the roles
of the respective institutions involved both inside and outside the ghetto.
Second, I will provide an overview of people’s everyday lives that were
fundamentally characterised by the continuous struggle to provide as
much food as possible for themselves as well as for their families.

Even before being forced to relocate to a ghetto, insufficient nutri-
tion was part of many Jews’ everyday lives. They had been subjected to
a restricted food supply since the very first days of the occupation by
German forces. Immediately after the occupied country was taken over
by the civic administration of the Lithuanian Generalbezirk (‘occupied
district under rule of the Generalkommissar’), who replaced the com-
manding German officers in the towns and counties, Jews were only
allowed restricted access to grocery stores and markets. In Vilnius, food
supply was restricted to ten distribution points where Jews, who in the
summer of 1941 were only allowed the lowest rations assigned to the
local non-working population, had access if they could provide ration
cards. Consequently, the supply situation deteriorated dramatically and
the Jewish Council was forced to ask the Lithuanian administration to
establish more supply points as well as to provide the amount of supplies
that had been promised.! In Kaunas, approximately 30,000 Jews were
only allowed to shop in specific stores. In addition, access to food at
markets was only allowed after 10 a.m. when they had already been more
or less emptied by other customers.? This resulted in the majority of the
Jewish population being, in fact, excluded from access to a sufficient and
organised supply of food and provisions.

Following ghettoisation, it became possible to completely separate
supplies to the Jewish population from supplies to the ‘Aryan’ popu-
lation in the city. Let us begin by establishing the official food supply
for the ghettos. In the context of the ghettoisation, Franz Murer, the
infamous advisor on Jewish issues and aide to the regional commissioner
Wilna, informed the Jewish Council that the preservation of order in the
ghetto was the exclusive responsibility of the Jewish administration. In
this regard the advisor on Jewish issues felt the need to point out two
crucial points: the Jews were expected to work and would receive pay-
ment for their work; in addition, the ghetto would receive food that was
to be distributed by the Jewish Council. If people kept calm and fulfilled
their tasks, they would be secure within the ghetto.3 Murer’s explana-
tion leaves no doubt that the Jewish ‘self-administration’ was responsible
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for taking over all tasks and duties related to supplying food for tens of
thousands of people. The Lithuanians (respectively, Germans) would
only take care of providing food supplies for the ghetto.*

The ghettos were expected to inform the Lithuanian authorities of the
food rations required. This already points up one of the central prob-
lems that continuously forced the ghettos’ administration to deal with a
very difficult situation: in trying to acquire food, they were completely
dependent on the local and German officials, a topic this chapter will
investigate more closely.® The local city administration calculated the
amount of food required based on the number of people registered as
living in the ghetto, as well as the size of their respective rations.® This
calculation was particularly problematic because there were always more
people living in the ghetto than the Jewish Council dared to inform
the occupational forces or the local administration about. On the one
hand, there were always people living illegally in the Jewish quarters;
on the other hand, the Jewish Council also tried to obscure the num-
ber of children and elderly in the ghetto since they were considered to
be ‘unproductive’ and thus lived under the constant threat of an Aktion
(‘operation involving mass assembly, deportation or murder of Jews’). In
Vilnius alone the number of people living in the ghetto increased by sev-
eral thousand during November 1941 and April 1942.7

Different forms of acquiring food supplies developed within the
ghettos. The ghetto administration itself oversaw the establishment of
a relatively large food division responsible for securing supplies for the
people. In January 1942, 75 people worked for this division in Vilnius,
only the health division (142 employees) and the ghetto police (137
employees) had more staff.® The division was in charge of food transpor-
tation into the ghetto as well as its distribution among the inhabitants.
Transportation outside of the ghetto was organised by specific transport
departments and mostly included carts drawn by horses that were used
to pick up food at different locations such as slaughterhouses, potato
storage facilities and industrial bakeries. The horses used for transporta-
tion (the Kaunas Ghetto had 17 horses in May 1942) were in a haggard
and gaunt condition.® Within the ghetto the administration organised
a number of ‘points of sale’. However, these were simply points where
food was distributed since the ghetto population was not allowed to pur-
chase or sell any goods freely.!?

Receiving food depended on cards that were allocated and distrib-
uted by the Judenrat (‘Jewish Council’). It was impossible to have access
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to food allocations without registering with the ghetto administration
beforehand. The disputed introduction of the ghetto passport (fea-
turing first and last names, patronyms, dates of birth and addresses) in
addition to the work ID during summer 1942 in Kaunas was only pos-
sible because food allocations were only allowed to ghetto inhabitants
with proper identification documents.!! In Vilnius a monthly account
reported at the end of 1941: Die Verteilunyg der Lebensmittel ist zentral-
isiert. Der Judenvat hat im Ghetto 3 Liden fiiv Brotverkauf, 2 Liden fiir
Butter u. sonstige Lebensmittel und 1 Laden fiir Gemiise (“The distribution
of food has been centralised. The Jewish council runs three stores sell-
ing bread, two stores selling butter and other foodstuffs and one store
selling vegetables’).!? Hermann Kruk, chronicler of the Vilnius Ghetto,
reported in January 1942 that a three-person family had a monthly
income of 300 roubles at their disposal of which nine roubles had to be
paid for bread cards.!?

This relatively low price, however, turns out to be an illusion when
looking at the precise amounts of food supplied to the ghetto. In
September 1942, little more than 60,000 kg of bread, 9000 kg of meat
and 22,000 eggs arrived in Vilnius for distribution. When comparing
these numbers to the 17,509 allocation cards allowing the inhabitants
to claim these supplies, one can imagine the meagre rations that peo-
ple were provided with.!* This issue was further complicated by discrep-
ancies between the food supplies that were allocated to the ghetto and
the real amount of food that was delivered eventually. A report by the
Jewish Council in Kaunas written in June 1942 describes this problem
in detail'®: Die Verpflegung der Ghetto- Einwobner hat im Monat Juni
fast keine Anderung aufzuwweisen. Die Zuckerration ist bereits seit dem
7. des Berichtsmonats nicht mehy verabfolgt worden. Auch die Ration an
Graupen ist dem Altestenrat bereits seit dem 17. v. Mts. bis Ende ds. Mts.
nicht zugegangen. Anstelle der zu liefernden ca. 3300 kyg. Grawpen sind im
Ganzen nur 300 ky. Roggenmehl von den Bebiorden zugestanden worden.
Diese  Schwierigheiten der Lebensmaittelbelieferunyg bedeuten  eine  schw-
ere Belastung unter Beriicksichtigunyg des Umstandes, dafS auch obnebin
die Lebensmaittelvationen als volliy unzureichend anzusehen sind (“There
has been no change in the supply for the people living in the ghetto.
The allocated sugar rations have not been provided since the 7th of this
month. The allocated rations of pearl barley were not delivered to the
Jewish council between the 17th and the end of the month. Instead of
around 3300 kg of pearl barley allocated to the ghetto, only 300 kg of
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rye flour has been allowed by the authorities. The difficulties with the
food distribution are a great burden, particularly because the prom-
ised allocations of food supplies are completely insufficient as it is’).16
In Vilnius the situation appears to be similar: Im September wurde dem
Ghetto von der Butter blof§ 25% der festgesetzten Normen... verabreicht.
Bedeutend schlimmer gebt es mit der Mehl- und Griitzeversorgung. Im
September wurde dem Ghetto vom Mehl nicht volle 10%, im Oktober etwa
15% der festgelegten Normen verabreicht... Fiir Gemiise/Kohl, Mohrriibe
und rote Riibe [sic] gibt es keine festgesetzten Novmen. Indem man aber
mit dem bescheidensten Minimum von 100 gr pro Person tiglich rechnet,
wurde den Ghettoeinwobnern im September nur 20% und im Oktober jo
[sic] 15% dieses Minimums vevabreicht. Viel schlimmer aber ist es mit der
Kartoffelversorgung. Im September und Oktober wurden dem Ghetto diber-
haupt gar keine Kartoffeln geliefert... Die Ghettobevilkerung bekommet gar
kein Fleisch, Fett und Zucker... (‘In September, the ghetto received only
25% of the allocated amount of butter. The supply of flour and porridge
is worse. In September, the ghetto received less than 10%, in October
about 15% of the amount allocated. There are no allocated amounts
for vegetables, cabbage, carrots and red beets. Even though the most
meagre minimum allowance of 100 g per day per person is allocated,
only 20% of this amount was delivered in September, yes [szc] and only
15% of this minimum in October. The supply of potatoes, however, is
much worse still. There was no delivery of potatoes at all to the ghetto
throughout September or October... the population of the ghetto is not
provided with any meat, fat or sugar at all’).!” The Lithuanian admin-
istration, however, coldly dismissed these complaints: Da jedoch die
Versorguny der arvischen Bevolkerung im November auch nicht ganz rege-
ImiifSiy durchyefiibrt wevden konnte, so ist die oben geschilderte Lage der
Versorguny der Ghettoeinwobmer vergleichsmifSig als normal zu betrachten
(‘When compared to the supply of the Aryan population, which has also
been impossible to allocate regularly during November, the aforemen-
tioned situation of the ghetto population can be considered to be com-
parably normal’).18

The food that reached the ghetto was often spoiled; there were fre-
quent deliveries of rotten potatoes and inedible meat.!® The Kaunas
Ghetto experienced particularly severe conditions in December 1942: Ab
14.12.1942 ist das Ghetto statt mit Butter wieder mit Pfevdefleisch beliefert
worden. Die erste Partie Pferdefleisch bzw. Pfevdeinneres ist von so schlech-
ter Beschaffenheit gewesen, dafs ein Teil devselben, u. zw. 3054 ky. vergraben
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werden musste, weil devselbe [sic — JT] fuer menschliche Nabruny nicht ver-
wendet werden durfte (‘Since 14 December 1942 the ghetto has received
instead of butter again horse meat. The first delivery of horse meat
and horse giblets was in such a bad condition that a part of it, around
3054 kg, had to be buried since it was impossible to be used for human
consumption’).2? In most cases, Lithuanian bakeries were responsible for
the supply of the ghetto.?! In spite of the difficult conditions, once in a
while, there was a surprise: in April 1943, there were not only reports
of a regular delivery of food to the ghetto, an additional 47 tonnes of
peas and 30 tonnes of potatoes were allocated to the ghetto as well.??
It was also in Vilnius where orthodox Jews succeeded in adding matzah
(‘unleavened flatbread’) to the food cards (10 roubles for 250 g).23

Since Jews living in the ghetto were only allocated half the rations
the non-working local population received,?* official supplies were in
many ways insufficient to prevent hunger and slow physical emaciation.?®
However, there were other possibilities to acquire food legally. First,
there was the option of Jewish work assignments: people working in
the brigades were allowed additional rations from June 1942 onwards.
Thus, workers were able to access rations equivalent to those of the non-
working Lithuanian population.?® Such goodwill by the German admin-
istration of course came with ideological reprimands, as is evidenced in
the words of the SS-Standortfiihrer in Vilnius: Die bei Ihnen beschiftigten
Juden evbalten ab heute als Schwerarbeiter die vollen Lebensmittelyationen,
wie sie fiir die einbeimische Zivilbevilkeruny vorgesehen sind, im Ghetto
zugeteilt. Mit Recht kann daber auch eine entsprechende Arbeitsleistuny von
den Juden verlangt werden (“The Jews from the ghetto working in your
service as hard labourers will receive the full rations allocated to the civil-
ian population from today onwards. Of course, the Jews can be expected
to provide an appropriate amount of work for these rations’).?” In Kaunas,
additional work as a labourer allowed for an additional weekly supply of
700 g of bread, 125 g of meat and 20 g of fat.?8 In some cases, Jews were
allowed to join in so-called work catering at their workplaces, which was
of varying quality depending on where one was employed. Although the
food received was deducted from the workers’ payment, work catering
offered many Jewish labourers an important additional source of food.?’

In addition, some brigades were allowed to take food with them into
the ghetto. This allowed further access to considerable amounts of food.
On 8 and 9 November 1942 alone the Jewish work brigade assigned
to army constructions in Vilnius transported 800 kg of potatoes on a
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horse-drawn cart into the ghetto. The brigade assigned to work for the
Schutzpolizei (‘protection police’) even received a truck to transport
2500 kg of potatoes.3? This initiated a new specific form of food supply
within the ghetto—the cooperative: Die Brigaden, die in der Stadt selbst
arbeiten, bilden [jeweils] ein eigenes Kollektiv. D.h. sie kaufen in der Stadt
ein und dovt kocht man auch. In der Fabrik “Metalas” arbeiten ungefishr
40 Juden. Jetzt arbeiten dort auch 4 Frauen, die extra zum Kochen
eingestellt worden sind. Und nach und nach wird es auch in den anderen
Brigaden so eingerichtet (‘The brigades working in the city formed a col-
lective. This means they purchased goods in the city and also cooked
there. About 40 Jews are working in the Metalas factory. Now there are
also four women working there who were hired specifically to cook. Step
by step, the other brigades will be set up in a similar fashion’).3! Tt was
obvious that the additional opportunities now open to the brigades or to
divisions of the Jewish Council could be used for some kind of coopera-
tive system. Within this system the ghetto’s buyers were able to acquire
larger amounts of food en bloc, and prices ‘outside’ were lower than
those that had to be paid for smaller quantities when purchased by indi-
vidual customers. The largest of these cooperatives developed legendary
reputations—for example, the police cooperative in Vilnius whose prod-
ucts were available for all Jewish Council members.32

It thus becomes apparent that this system provided people working
for the larger brigades or their organisational units with further possi-
bilities to access food supplies than the non-working population in the
ghetto. But, how did people without such possibilities get by?

The microcosm of the ghetto saw the development of small groups,
similar to traditional families, although the people in these groups were
often not related to each other. Here, traditional family hierarchies
of care were also turned around: adolescents working in the ghettos’
workshops or in the brigades often became the breadwinners and the
increased allocations on the food cards helped the entire group. In the
aftermath of the verification of Eida Beili¢iené’s family status, the ghetto
police in Kaunas reported: Wie wir erfahren haben, fiihrt die Mutter die
ganze Zeit die Wivtschaft zu Hause im Ghetto, wihvend ihve drei Tochter
danernd vegelmifSig zur Arbeit geben (‘We were informed that the
mother is organising the household in the ghetto while her three daugh-
ters pursue regular work’).33

Aside from such ghetto-specific approaches to secure additional
food supplies, the Jewish Council tried to establish basic forms of social
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welfare. Both ghettos saw the introduction of local food banks. There,
meals were handed out for low prices, or even for free, which was possible
through subsidies from the ghetto administrations.3* This included rather
impressive amounts of food, as the list of the Baschpeisungs- Abteilunyg
(‘Feeding-department’) of the Vilnius Ghetto indicates for June
1942: 1145 kg of bread, 236 kg of wheat flour and 103 kg of fat were
delivered to the local food banks that distributed 9800 meals.?> Vilnius
had a drop-oft location for dairy products that offered food particularly
for children: aside from milk, it also offered jams, cookies and sweets and,
during the autumn of 1942, it is said to have distributed 900 boxes of
these per day.3® Specific soup kitchens offered people a watery but warm
meal. In February 1942, they distributed more than 73,000 cans of soup,
more than 64% (47,133) of which were given out for free.3” During the
autumn of 1942, there were also seven tearooms and six soup kitchens in
the Vilnius Ghetto; more than one million meals had been handed out
since October 1941 and the kitchens were preparing approximately 3500
meals per day.3® In spite of this success, the distribution of food by the
ghetto administration continued to raise discontent and, often most likely
justified, complaints and accusations of nepotism and corruption.®®

Both ghettos also had vegetable gardens that were lovingly taken care
of. At harvest time, fruits and vegetables significantly improved people’s
diet. In Kaunas there were even some cows whose milk was much sought
after and helped especially to feed small children.*® The monthly report
of the Jewish Council in Kaunas from July 1942 reveals the sowing of
about 8718 rutabaga seeds and 9000 white turnip seeds on a 5000-m?
large field; it also details the constant weeding of the carrot and red tur-
nip fields.#! The importance of this singular possibility to autonomously
grow and harvest food*? is evidenced by the existence of specific garden-
ing divisions in the administration of both ghettos*3 as well as by the fact
that—at least in Kaunas—the ghetto police took charge of securing of
the fields.** Surveillance of the fields was a serious endeavour: the theft
of cucumbers on one occasion meant the loss of both offenders’ jobs, a
severe verdict considering the living conditions in the ghetto, and one
that was intended to deter further thefts.*?

Alongside this more or less official acquisition and distribution of
food supplies was the illegal acquisition of food, a phenomenon deserv-
ing of the term Schattenwirtschaft (‘shadow economy’).*® Both in
Kaunas and in Vilnius, it constituted a significant part of all regional
economic relations: Jews were a popular workforce in local businesses
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as well as appreciated customers when buying food: Friihmorgens, nach
der Nachtschicht, trieb man uns zu FufS ins Getto zuriick... Biunerinnen
verkauften dort [sc. auf dem ehemaligen jiidischen Fischmarkt, der
anfSerhalb des Ghettos lng — JT] selbstgezogenes Gemiise. Wann immer
sich die Gelegenbeit bot, stablen wir uns awus den Kolonnen, verschwan-
den schnell zwischen den Marktstinden und packten im Austausch gegen
ein Geldstiick einen Koblkopf oder ein anderes Gemiise und eilten wieder
zuriick zur Kolonne (‘Early in the morning, after the night shift had
ended, we were led back into the ghetto ... there [i.e., at the former
Jewish fish market located outside the ghetto — JT] peasant women
sold home-grown vegetables. Whenever the opportunity came up, we
sneaked out of the convoy, quickly disappeared between the market
stalls and exchanged money for cabbages or other vegetables before
hurrying back into the convoy’).*” Trading with Jews turned out to
be a profitable business for the local rural population. Exchanging
goods was particularly popular among the Lithuanian population since
there were only few consumer products available in the cities.*3 If
the guards were sympathetic or inattentive, it was also possible to use
lunch breaks to pursue business with the local population. This lax atti-
tude among German and Lithuanian employers, however, was not at all
appreciated by the German occupation force, as is evidenced by a cir-
cular written by the German Stadtkommissar (‘City Commissioner’),
in Kaunas: Wihrend der Arbeitszeit sind die Juden unter Bewachunyg zu
halten, damit sie sich nicht von der Arbeitsstelle entfernen, wm Handels-
oder Tauschyeschifte zu machen. Es ist unzulissig, den Juden Ervianbnis
zum Einkauf von Waren zu erteilen. Es ist verboten, mit den Juden selbst
Toausch- und Handelsgeschifte abzuschliefen oder den Juden etwaige
Wertsachen und Gegenstinde abzunehmen. Es ist grundsitzlich verboten,
Bescheinigungen fiir Juden auszustellen, damait sich diese obne Bewachunyg
von der Arbeitsstelle entfernen konnen (‘Jews are to be kept under super-
vision during their working hours in order to prevent them from leaving
their workplaces to pursue business of trade and exchange. It is illegal to
authorise Jews to buy any products. It is also illegal to pursue any form
of business with Jews or to take any valuables or goods from them. It is
absolutely forbidden to issue documents to Jews allowing them to leave
their workplace without guards’).*

Although acquiring food outside the ghetto ran many risks (e.g.,
covering up or taking off the yellow star of David, which was abso-
lutely forbidden®?), it nevertheless remained a mass phenomenon that
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the German administration, itself more or less responsible for the insuf-
ficient supply situation in the ghetto and consequently also for illegal
trading, never got it under control. The men responsible for organising
the food deliveries also made use of their opportunities to buy food for
themselves. This appears to have happened regularly in the courtyard of
the Lithuanian meat cooperative Maistas in Kaunas.’! Another option to
obtain additional food supplies was to ask someone within the brigade
to acquire food. During the summer months, working in the brigades
that were sent to help on the farms was particularly popular since the
people there of course had the best access to food. In addition, goods
were cheaper and the risks of getting caught and arrested were lower
t00.52 People who were unable to leave the ghetto often asked a person
they trusted or a middleman to purchase goods for them or to sell their
valuables. The sources mainly describe cases where the participants of
such deals began to fight over conditions or where buyers were cheated,
denunciated or detained by Lithuanians or Germans.?3 In June 1942, for
example, this happened to 15-year-old Abel Jasvoin, who explained dur-
ing his interrogation: Ich bin heute durch einen litaunischen Polizeibeamten
in der Jaksto Str. verbaftet worden, weil ich mich von einer Flugplatz-
Avrbeiterkolonne entfernt... habe. In einem Hause, wo ich vom litanischen
Polizisten angetroffen wurde, wollte ich Kartoffeln kaufen. Durch das
Ghettotor gelangte ich... mit einer Flugplatzkolonne (‘1 was arrested today
by a Lithuanian police officer for leaving a group of workers assigned to
work at the airport. I was discovered by a Lithuanian police officer in a
house where I wanted to buy potatoes. I had been able to leave through
the ghetto gate together with the airport workers’).>*

Many workers made use of the opportunity to sell portions of their
acquired food after they had returned to the ghetto.’® ‘Even here in
the ghetto, a caricature of life emerges. Trade in the streets is increas-
ing and is becoming more and more widespread. The gates ... are full
of buyers and sellers. You hear: “Who wants butter?” or “Who’s buying
butter?”’%® Such individual transactions, however, were only the begin-
ning: soon afterwards, there were whole gangs of smugglers, organised
within and outside the ghettos and with close connections to the respec-
tive black markets in Kaunas and Vilnius.%” The ghetto administration
itself was significantly involved in the smuggling which enabled at least a
partly sufficient supply of food.5® When the guards in Kaunas performed
their duties less eagerly during the summer of 1942, this had an immedi-
ate influence on the ghetto economy: ‘The prices of various goods have
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gone down and—the main thing—the people in the ghetto have some-
thing to eat. There are no hungry people in the ghetto anymore.’®® Such
situations, however, were frequently subject to prompt change, often
due to a change of personnel among the guards—Ilike in February 1943,
when the entire ghetto suffered from the pedantic supervision of an
overeager Lithuanian officer.®® In some instances, this also led to surpris-
ing arrangements. The Jewish Council in Vilnius subsidised the smug-
gling of bread by paying the smugglers 65 roubles per loaf of bread as
well as allowing them, in addition, to trade 2 kg of bread on the black
market on their own account.®! Seen in this context, it is hardly surpris-
ing that the first prize for winning a running competition through the
Vilnius Ghetto was, for all three age groups of participants, one kilogram
of sugar.®? The peculiar situation was also taken into consideration by the
ghetto judiciary. People accused of crimes were often not sentenced to
pay fines but rather to hand over natural produce.%?

The corruption of German and Lithuanian authorities also con-
tributed to the unofficial food supply in both ghettos. Trade along the
ghetto fences, which should be mentioned as a last alternative for acquir-
ing food for people living in the ghetto, was mostly able to take place
because the Lithuanian guards were compensated for looking the other
way. The particular risks of such dealings are evidenced by the fate of
Jankelis Balkindas, who was shot on 27 January 1942 outside the ghetto
fence wihrend er einen kleinen Schlitten mit Lebensmitteln zog (‘while
pulling a small sled with food’).%* Trading along the ghetto fences not
only ranked among the most dangerous forms of exchange but was, due
to the hectic and frightening nature of such exchanges, often subject to
fraud and deception by those who were residing on the safe and ‘Aryan’
side of the fence.%5

When learning about these conditions, it is not surprising that the
most common crimes within the ghettos were related to theft of food or
to fraud.®® On 26 May 1942, Manas Chaimas filed a complaint against
Gité Etkiniené at the criminal investigation department in the Kaunas
Ghetto. During a sale on commission, she had promised him 70 RM
(Reichsmark) or 3.5 kg of bacon for a pair of shoes. However, he had
only received one kilogram of bacon. During the ensuing interview the
accused defended herself by claiming that the shoes had been taken from
her outside the ghetto and she had given Chaimas one kilogram of bacon
simply out of courtesy. The exchange had left her with a significant loss.
The ghetto police, however, did not believe the story since it was the
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standard version of numerous fraudsters. Although many honest ghetto
inhabitants fell victim to such activities the police saw no legal means to
open a case.” Smaller instances of thievery of food were often commit-
ted by children and adolescents in the area around the ghetto gates or in
rear courtyards.®®

Supplying people living in the ghetto with sufficient amounts of food
thus often turned out to be a difficult if not impossible task; hunger
and insufficient nutrition was a daily experience for the people® and a
change in behaviour among the ghetto’s guards’? or the failure to deliver
promised amounts of food often led to precarious situations. Members
of ghetto society were classified according to how their jobs were indi-
rectly connected to access to food. A report about a house search
undertaken by the ghetto police in the house of Beirach Rutenberg in
March 1942 gives us a glimpse of these everyday realities. The officers
reported the results meticulously: In der von Fraeulein MATHAS
und Fraeulein FAIVELSON und der Familie Rutenbery [Ebepaar mit
zwei Kindern — JT] gemeinschaftlich genutzten Kiiche wurden ausser
2 Kuechenschraenken, 2 Kuechentischen und einem Regal mit diversen
allen Einwobnern gehoerigen Koch- und Essgeschirr folgende Lebensmittel
gefunden: ca. 100 g. Bobnen, ca. 500 g. Grawpen, ca. 150 g. Kornmehl,
Ys Paeckchen Persil, 2 kg. Brot zur Verteiluny an die bevechtigten [sic] ‘In
the kitchen used by Miss Mathas and Miss Faivelson and the Rutenberg
family [husband, wife and two children — JT] we discovered the follow-
ing food supplies aside from two kitchen cabinets, two kitchen tables
and one rack containing a variety of cooking and eating utensils used
by all inhabitants: about 100 g of beans, about 500 g of pearl barley,
about 150 g of corn flour, a quarter packet of Persil and 2 kg of bread
to distribute to the authorised [sic]’).”! The food supplies allocated to
the citizens of the German Reich in Lithuania are particularly informative
in this context: in August 1943, they received weekly rations inter alia
of 2425 g of bread, 500 g of meat, 280 g of fat and 330 g of sugar.”?
People living in the ghettos of Kaunas and Vilnius could only dream of
such rations.
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In some cases the Lithuanian authorities acted more harshly than the
German authorities. The Vilnius distribution authorities emphasised
that it was Jewish discontent about the distribution system that led to
the Jews buying products from Lithuanian farmers outside the city,
which consequently led to an increase of prices for the local population:
Tauber, Arbeit, 44. Further examples see Tauber, Arbeit, 340. The sup-
ply of burning materials is, in many regards, comparable to the prob-
lems encountered with the food supply. See, e.g., Christoph Dieckmann,
Deuntsche Besatzungspolitik in Litaunen 1941-1944 (German Occupation
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. See also Balberyszski, Shtarker, 313.
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. Tauber, Arbeit, 168. This number is indirectly based on the increas-

ing number of distributed food cards that rose from more than 6000 to
18,500. The massive increase was skilfully explained to the Lithuanian
and German authorities by the Jewish Council claiming that the new
inhabitants of the ghetto were young men, fit for work, who had escaped
from the provinces to Vilnius.

. Tauber, Arbeit, 154. In addition, there was also the hospital staft with 147

people. A similar situation can be found in Kaunas: Tauber, Arbeit, 155.

. On the keeping of horses in the Kaunas Ghetto see Tory, Surviving,

173-175.

Tauber, Arbeit, 165.

Tory, Surviving, 120-122.

LCVA R-643, ap. 3, b. 194, 152f] city administration of Wilna, advisor
on Jewish issues addressed to the Gebietskommissar of the city of Wilna,
Subject: Monthly Report for November 1941, dated 28 November 1941.
Hermann Kruk, The Last Days of the Jerusalem of Lithuanin: Chronicles
from the Vilna Ghetto and the Camps (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 2002), 160-161. The author estimated 90 roubles for
renting out the accommodation as well as 9 roubles to cover the cost of
electricity. The ghetto’s black market price for one kilogram was 40 rou-
bles during this time.

Numbers taken from Tauber, Arbeit, 166. The single rations became even
smaller when the approximately 7000 additional cards were handed out
to the workers in the brigades as well as to the employees of the Jewish
council.
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Avraham Tory reports a conversation with Eberhard Obst, head of the
nutrition and economy department in the commissioner’s office of the
Kaunas municipality, during which he reported that, instead of 150
tonnes of potatoes, only 100 tonnes had been delivered to the ghetto.
Obst accused the Jewish council of lying: ‘We sent you 150 tonnes.
That’s what the master sergeant of the ghetto command told me. You are
cheating me. The workers stole the potatoes. The weights and the scales
in the ghetto are rigged. You, the Jews, are always cheating me. Where
did the 50 tonnes disappear to?”: Tory, Surviving, 234.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 40, 77, report of the activities of the Council of
Elders in June 1942.

LCVA R-626, ap. 1, b. 298, 3f, report of the activities of the ghetto
administration (n.d.) during the autumn of 1941.

LCVA R-614, ap. 1, b. 286, 192, city administration of Wilna, advisor
on Jewish issues addressed to the Gebietskommissar of the city of Wilna,
subject: Monthly report for November 1941, dated 29 November 1941.
LCVA R-972, ap. 2, b. 40, 27, on spoiled meat, see, Tory, Surviving,
266. Further inquiry with Steiner, the German trader who had handled
the exchange of the Lithuanian meat cooperative Maistas, provided the
response that: ‘he told us that the meat was edible, especially if Jews were
meant to eat it’: ibid.

LCVA R-972, ap. 2, b. 40, 27, The ‘report of the activities by the Council
of Elders in December 1942 located in the archives of the Kaunas
Ghetto police, features a particularity because it indicates corrections as
well as deletions. Based on the document, the passage quoted in the text
referring to the quality of the horse meat was supposed to be deleted;
apparently one wanted to avoid upsetting the German administration.
It remains unknown if these changes were made in the document since
other copies of these reports have been lost. Instead of bread, the ghetto
received sauerkraut for six weeks during the summer of 1942. Tory,
Surviving, 120.

This can be seen in, e.g., LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 40, 77, report of the
activities of the Council of Elders in June 1942: Die privaten Béckereien,
welche das Ghetto mit Brot zu beliefern haben, sind damit in der letzten
Woche im Riickstande gewesen. Die Beschaffenbeit des Brotes ist als dur-
chaus mangelbaft zu bezeichnen. (‘The private bakeries delivering bread to
the ghetto have fallen behind with their deliveries during the last weeks.
The bread quality can justifiably be described as wholly inadequate’.)
This is referring to three bakeries owned by Lithuanian-Germans. Tory,
Surviving, 263.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 40, 5, back page, report of the activities of the
Council of Elders in April 1943.
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Kruk, Last Days, 238: ‘In short, as we said, the world is not lawless.
There will be Matzo, and Jews will be able to say “We were slaves of the
Pharaoh of Egypt™’.

Adequate norms of supply were in use in Kaunas: Tory, Surviving, 78.
Weekly rations for the non-working Lithuanian civil population included,
between September 1941 and April 1942: 1700 g bread, 300 g of flour,
350 g of meat, 200 g of fat, 100 g of processed foodstufts, 50 g of ersatz
coffee, 50 g of salt and 100 g of sugar: Dieckmann, Besatzungspolitik, 1,
610.

An overview of the food supplies arriving in the ghetto in Vilnius, based
on Balberyszski, Shtarker, can be found in Dieckmann, Besatzungspolitik,
II, 1116-1117.

People working in the ghettos” workshops or for the ghetto administra-
tion received full bread rations: Tauber, Arbeit, 242.

LCVA R-659, ap. 1, b. 1, 179, the regional commissioner of the City of
Wilna to the SS- und Polizeistandortfithrer Wilna, subject: Supplies for
the Jews, from 27 May 1942.

Tauber, Arbeit, 245. Balberyszski, Shtarker, 319, reports the number
of ghetto inhabitants in Vilnius to amount to 14,273 people in 1942,
including 5730 persons who received extra pay for hard labour as well as
1516 workers who received full bread rations. All in all; 24,500 so-called
bread cards had been issued. These cards not only allowed acquisition of
bread but also other food supplies. The difference between the numbers
described above and the number of bread cards results from Jewish work-
ers who had been sent to work in the unpopular forest camps but, being
detainees of the ghetto, fell under ghetto administration.

Tauber, Arbeit, 239-241.

Balberyszski, Shtarker, 322. Similarly, Kruk, Last Days, 185, who reports
that the brigades succeeded in bringing 5 kg of potatoes, 3 kg of bread
and a bottle of milk into the ghetto every day in January 1942.

LCVA 1390, ap. 1, b. 144, 186ff. (Gerber diary, entry on 26 August
1942). See also Balberyszski, Shtarker, 329 on the kitchens and bakeries
of larger cooperatives.

See Tauber, Arbeit, 287-288.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 70, 103, Jewish ghetto police Vilijampole
addressed to the security police. Mrs. Beili¢Giené was 56 years old.
Nothing is known about the context of the investigation ordered by the
German security police.

Balberyszski, Shtarker, 328, reports that food costs amounted to 4.50
roubles and later 5 roubles which was converted into 45 resp. 50 pfennig
based on enforced exchange rates.
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. Numbers cf. Balberyszski, Shtarker, 327. In addition, there were 6000
meals for the ghetto police and for the workers in the ghetto workshops.
Kruk, Last Days, 172-173, reports that the Office of Social Welfare
handed out 26,950 meals for free in December 1941.

See Kruk, Last Days, 351 on 5 September 1942.

Kruk, Last Days, 244-245, with further numbers for December 1941 and
January 1942. Kruk associates increasing poverty in the ghetto with the
increasing number of cans of soup that were distributed for free during
this time period.

Kruk, Last Days, 373 on the tearooms (September 1942) and 376 on the
soup kitchens (October 1942).

See, e.g., Kruk, Last Days, 472. People mocked the proclamation of new
guidelines for food distribution that were based on the income of a fam-
ily and the number of family members: ‘... rations are distributed: (1)
according to whom you know...; (2) according to... salaries; (3) accord-
ing to the size of the family. The first point is dominant’.

Tory, Surviving, 150, 153. In November 1942, however, cows had to
be handed over. The German authorities had already demanded milk be
handed over to the ghetto guards at the beginning of the month.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 40, 1, back page, report of the activities of the
Council of Elders in July 1943.

Apart from the fact that occupational forces had to be asked for permis-
sion and, in some instances, were also asked to import certain seeds for
planting. See, c.g., Tory, Surviving, 232.

Especially adolescents were used for these tasks. In March 1943, a garden-
ing class for 14 to 16-year-old youths was set up in Kaunas. Cf. LCVA
R-973, ap. 2, b. 40, 77, report of the activities of the Council of Elders in
March 1943.

On the importance of gardens see, e.g., Tory, Surviving, 115-116: ‘The
results are pleasing, particularly in view of the accusation that the Jews are
strangers to agriculture. The German local authorities and the Gestapo
have had to acknowledge that the vegetable gardens in the Ghetto are
better cultivated than those in the city’.

Tory, Surviving, 132 (September 1942).

See Tauber, Arbeit, 248.

Alex Faitelson, Im jiidischen Widerstand [ In the Jewish Resistance] (Zirich:
Elster-Verlag, 1998), 53.

Samuel Schalkowsky, ed., The Clandestine History of the Kovno Jewish
Ghetto Police (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press,
2014), 173: “The gentiles learned how to trade from the Jews. They
would take the clothing that they had traded from the Jews to the vil-
lages, where food was in abundance but not accessible to the Jews’.
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LCVA R-616, ap. 1, b. 11, 25, the city commissioner of Kauen, Ref. II:
To all divisions employing Jews, dated 30 July 1942.

As described in Gar, Umbkum, 117.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 69, 39-42. Interrogation record by the ghetto
police. The office of social care ordered the three ghetto inhabitants to
attend a meeting at Maistas, the order was confirmed by German ghetto
guards. There, the three seized the opportunity and bought meat from
Lithuanian carriage drivers. This common trade turned into a scandal
after denunciation and the claim that the meat had been stolen from
‘Maistas’. Cf. the detailed report of this incident in Joachim Tauber,
“‘Purchasing and bringing food into the ghetto is forbidden’. Ways
of Survival as Revealed in the Files of the Ghetto Courts and Police in
Lithuania (1941-1944)”, Remembrance and Solidarity. Studies in 20th
Century European History 5 (2016), 79-93, here 88-89.

Yozit Gar, Umkum fun der jidische Kovne [ Destruction of the Jewish Kovno)
(Munich: Central Commitee of the Liberated Jews of US Zone 1948),
118.

For examples see Tauber, Purchasing, 83-90.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 69, 15, the Jewish ghetto police reporting to the
security police on 6 July 1942; ibid., 21.

It is not without good reason that Gar, Umkum, 119-120 emphasises the,
in more than one way, privileged situation of these workers who were also
often trusted with objects (mainly clothes, but also valuable tableware,
glass or jewellery) in order to sell them for their owners in the city. A
vivid example of such endeavours can be found in an anonymous report
to the Jewish ghetto police in Kaunas: Schalkowsky, Clandestine History,
170-177.

Kruk, Last Days, 194 (February 1942). Ibid., 243 (March 1942): ‘Little
shops are opened in the ghetto. In the shops are a few kilos of flour,
potatoes, candy. The whole shop is on a little table’. Ibid., 275 (April
1942): ‘Recently many shops have opened in the ghetto, reminiscent of
the former wretched little suburban shops... Thus we see that trade is
flourishing, especially when we observe the courtyard gates’.

About Kaunas, see Gar, Umkum, 118, who referred to the Lithuanian
partners as speculators. Since there were a few such organisations the
price for food regulated itself through their business rivalry. The Jewish
dealers were among the wealthiest inhabitants in the ghetto. Their busi-
ness, however, would cost many of them their lives.

Tauber, Arbeit, 257; Dieckmann, Besatzungspolitik, 11, 1115.

Tory, Surviving, 115.

Tory, Surviving, 187: ‘Ever since Ratnikas’s arrival, the bakery owners
tremble with fear; flour mill owners are afraid; pharmacy workers are
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worried; fear and dread have fallen on the food distribution stations.
Not everything here is absolutely ‘kosher’. In the Ghetto every-thing is
‘kosher” until policemen come and start snooping around’.

Kruk, Last Days, 287. This was intended to stop or at least slow down the
rise in bread prices.

Cf. Kruk, Last Days, 342 (August 1942).

One of numerous examples found in Kruk, Last Days, 384.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 33, 300, Jewish ghetto police Seniiiny Tnrybos
Pirmininkui Raportas [report to the head of the Council of Elders],
dated 28 February 1942.

Schalkowsky, Clandestine History, 104-105. Apparently, it was common
to push a stone into the butter.

Tauber, Arbeit, 272-273. There were also regular incidents of fraud to
obtain increased food rations.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 145, 144, Nutarimas [decision] dated 25 May
1942. Etkiniéne’s statements were confirmed by a niece and a neighbour.

For examples see Tauber, Arbeit, 272-273.

Gar, Umbkum, 117, reports legitimately that the food supply prob-
lem was one of the ‘existential questions for the ghetto’ [sei eine der
‘Existenzfrages fun geto gewen.”| Kruk, Last Days, 278 speaks about a
massive rise of the food prices in the ghetto in May 1942: ‘People are
walking around hungry and often tell of cases of fainting at work’. Ibid.,
293.

See, e.g., Kruk, Last Days, 308.

LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 69, 130, report about the search of ghetto inhab-
itant Beirach Rutenberg’s house at Juratés Str. 18. In addition, the
police also discovered the following supplies in the family’s room: ‘10 kg
of rye flour, 1 packet of chicory, 100 g of rice. [10 kg. Roggenmehl, 1
Paeckchen Chichorie, 100 gr. Reis.]” Nothing is known about the con-
text of this house search. However, another report about a body search of
Mr. Rutenberg (that turned up nothing aside from 450 roubles) has also
survived (ibid., 131), indicating that this was a case of food smuggling.
During another house search in Judelis Crzechovskis’ home, the police
discovered numerous food items (including 5 packs of coffee, cocoa and
100 g of honey). The search also turned up items that, in the context of
ghetto life, can be seen as luxury goods including perfume and leather
gloves: LCVA R-973, ap. 2, b. 69, 216-217, report of the search dated
17 January 1942.

Tauber, Arbeit, 247. For a detailed comparison of German, Lithuanian
and Jewish rations in 1943, see Dieckmann, Besatzungspolitik, 1, 619.
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Fighting Vulnerability: Child-Feeding
Initiatives During the Dutch Hunger Winter

Ingrid ]. J. de Zwarte

In times of hunger and war, children form a notoriously vulnerable
group. During World War II children throughout occupied Europe suf-
fered severely from Nazi Germany’s exploitation policies and hunger
politics, especially in those areas where the circumstances eventually pro-
duced famine.! Yet during the ‘Hunger Winter’ of 1944 /1945, children
in the occupied Western Netherlands proved remarkably resilient to fam-
ine conditions. This was noted by health authorities at the time, but is
also reflected in the relatively low rates of child mortality.? Studies on the
Dutch Hunger Winter have generally focussed on the role of the state
(e.g. official rations, soup kitchens, state relief) and the grassroots (e.g.
black markets, crime, food expeditions) when investigating responses to
the famine.? Paying little attention to civil society, this orthodox view
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on food provisioning fails to explain children’s resilience to the deplor-
able food situation. This chapter innovatively investigates the role of
civil society during the Dutch Hunger Winter, showing that community
efforts devoted to child nutrition likely mitigated the famine’s detrimen-
tal effects on this particular group.

By examining child-feeding initiatives in the large conurbations,
this chapter argues that civil society networks operating between state
and household levels effectively took over food provisioning from offi-
cial authorities during the crisis. These civil society efforts also com-
prised of the evacuation of 40,000 malnourished children out of the
famine-affected areas, a topic about which I have written elsewhere.*
For the urban children who remained, it will be demonstrated that non-
governmental emergency food assistance was key to survival during the
final months of war and occupation. In order to reveal the non-market
mechanisms that ensured food relief to children, I draw on a wide variety
of official and personal source materials from international, national and
local archives. The aim is to advance a deeper understanding of how civil
society during the famine in the occupied Western Netherlands func-
tioned as a third distribution system in addition to those governed by the
state and those operating at a grassroots level.

The chapter begins by examining the broader political contexts
that provided the conditions under which child-feeding initiatives
could emerge. This first section includes a brief outline of the food
supply in the German-occupied Netherlands, the causes of the fam-
ine that lasted from late November 1944 until mid-May 1945 and
the principal state responses to the crisis situation. The chapter then
moves to the emergence of local self-help entities in the food-deprived
Western Netherlands, followed by the constitution of the main NGO
that began to serve as an umbrella institute for local relief efforts, the
Interdenominational Bureau for Emergency Nutrition. The final section
considers the overall results and impact of the child-feeding efforts, con-
cluding with a discussion about the interaction between social processes,
physiological vulnerability and resilience to famine.

FAMINE BETWEEN OCCUPATION AND LIBERATION

Although the general attitude of Nazi Germany towards occupied coun-
tries was to treat them as a source of pillage, the Netherlands managed
to maintain a relatively privileged position with regard to food when
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compared to other European countries. This position had already been
attained at the beginning of the German occupation. After the invasion
in May 1940, Hitler appointed a German civil administration in the
occupied Netherlands, led by Reichskommissar Arthur Seyss-Inquart. In
addition to the implementation of racial politics, Hitler’s main priority in
the occupied Netherlands was to exploit the country’s economy, tech-
nology and colonies.> Starving the Dutch, however, was never part of
these plans. Seyss-Inquart received two specific instructions: to not let
the standard of living in the Netherlands drop below German levels, and
to merge Dutch industry with the German war economy. According to
Hitler, the Dutch needed to be won over by National Socialism and vol-
untarily restructure society along ideological lines, which is illustrative of
the relatively ‘privileged’ position the ‘Aryan’ Dutch were given among
the occupied people of Europe.®

As part of these more sophisticated exploitation strategies, it was in
Nazi Germany’s economic interests to retain those Dutch experts who
knew how to maximise agricultural production and set up an efficient
wartime rationing system. It was for this reason that throughout the
occupation responsibility for the food supply remained in the hands of
two Dutch senior bureaucrats who had been playing a leading role in
the country’s agricultural affairs since the 1930s—Secretary-General of
Economic Affairs Hans Max Hirschfeld and Director-General of Food
Supply Stephanus Louwe Louwes. The new rationing apparatus in the
occupied Netherlands was largely a continuation of pre-war organi-
sations, with the main exception that all regulations became subordi-
nate to the German Hauptabteilung Erndbrung und Landwirtschaft
(Department of Food and Agriculture).”

Adequate pre-war preparations ensured that the transition in the
Netherlands to agricultural self-sufficiency was achieved in a relatively
orderly manner after the country became occupied. By working closely
with agricultural producers, the Dutch food administration’s policies
and expertise contributed to developing advanced rationing institutions,
limiting black market trade and negotiating low export demands with
Berlin. Most importantly, food governance during the occupation pre-
vented a serious shortage of food in the Netherlands until September
1944, with official rations only slightly lower than those in Germany.
By then the Allied advance had seriously begun to affect the Dutch food
system. In the first half of 1944, in response to Allied military progress,
the German Wehrmacht had inundated considerable areas of cultivated



296 1.J.J.pE ZWARTE

land and confiscated transportation means, fuel and foodstuffs to pre-
pare for the decisive battle. Combined with the adverse consequences of
the Arbeitseinsatz (‘work effort’), the central rationing system was thus
already severely disrupted before the Allies set foot on Dutch soil.

After Operation Market Garden (17-25 September 1944), threats
to the food supply evolved into severe damage. Led by Field Marshal
Bernard Montgomery, Market Garden intended a quick liberation of
the Netherlands while simultaneously establishing a bridgehead into
the industrial heart of Germany, the Ruhr. At first, all worked accord-
ing to plan, as the Allies managed to secure Dutch bridges across the
rivers Waal and Maas. But, the offensive over the Rhine, near the city
of Arnhem, proved to be the proverbial ‘bridge too far’. A German
counterattack forced the last Allied troops to retreat from Arnhem by
25 September 1944.° Operation Market Garden had failed, and the
Northern provinces would remain occupied until the spring of 1945.
In the months following the operation, inhabitants of the still occupied
part of the country not only experienced intensifying German repression,
but also suffered the consequences of losing three major food-producing
provinces as well as the only domestic mining area.

Similar to Dutch popular belief, international studies still commonly
assume that the German occupying forces played a malevolent role in
creating and maintaining famine in the occupied Western Netherlands.!?
However, the famine actually resulted from the culmination of several
transportation and allocation problems—both intentional and unin-
tentional. In support of the Allied advance, on 17 September 1944
the Dutch government-in-exile instigated a national railway strike that
resulted in cessation of all food transports by train until May 1945. After
Dutch authorities refused to call off the strike, Reichskommissar Seyss-
Inquart retaliated by cutting oft all shipping transports from the agricul-
tural northeast to the western provinces, which were inhabited by 4.3
million people, with 2.6 million residing in conurbations. Realising that
deprivation of all basic necessities would lead to social chaos the German
occupier soon yielded its extreme retaliation measures. More specifically,
it was Wehrmachtbefehlshaber Friedrich Christiansen who anticipated
that widespread hunger in the urbanised west would lead to disorder and
riots, which the German army dreaded while fighting the Allies in the
south.!! When German civil authorities first partially lifted the shipping
embargo after three weeks and fully lifted it mid-November 1944, the
circumstances had not yet produced full-blown famine.
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Whereas from December 1944 onwards the German civil author-
ities for military and political reasons began actively collaborating with
the Dutch food administration to avoid the worst,!2 other factors fur-
ther exacerbated the food situation. The most important was the fuel
shortage that followed after the liberation of coal-producing Limburg,
preventing people from heating their houses and cooking food, but also
restraining transportation possibilities. Another contributing issue was
that a growing lack of trust in the food system contributed to consider-
able growth in clandestine production and trade, reaching over 40% of
total production.!® Weather conditions further aggravated the situation,
with a period of heavy frosts lasting from 23 December 1944 until 30
January 1945 that prohibited water transportation. Combined with the
fuel shortages, German requisitioning of transportation and the railway
strike, the period of frosts accelerated famine conditions in the west. At
the international level the postponement of emergency food aid played
a crucial role. Throughout the war the British government’s approach
to relief was characterized by its determination to stick to the blockade
policy (‘economic warfare’), deferring all relief to civil populations until
after the ultimate defeat of Nazi Germany.!* After three precious months
of negotiating the Allies and the Germans agreed to allow limited relief
supplies from neutral sources. But the severe restrictions imposed on
these Red Cross shipments in the months February-April 1945 ulti-
mately prevented a regular relief scheme.!® Allied food relief would not
reach the starving Dutch in large quantities until ten days after German
surrender.1®

The Dutch food authorities responded to this crisis situation from the
autumn of 1944 onward along two distinct lines. On the one hand, they
aimed at regaining centralised control of food production and transpor-
tation in order to raise official rations. The most successful example of
this strategy was the establishment of the Central Shipping Company
in carly December 1944.17 But these centralising measures could not
prevent official rations from dwindling fast. After 26 November 1944,
rations dropped below a mere 750 kcal for adults as well as children
over four years of age and the period of winter frost caused a first low
point at 500 kcal in January 1945. The absolute low point was reached
in May, just before German surrender, when rations reached 364 kcal.!8
The desperate situation caused Dutch and German authorities to act
antagonistically to their regular policies by decentralising and delegat-
ing responsibilities to local levels. Full use of local transportation and
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supplies had to ensure maximum consumption levels, which, in light of
the crisis, was favoured over maximum official rations. Subsidiarity was
an important principle in these decentralisation measures. The food
authorities allowed local relief entities to emerge as part of a ‘second-
ary rationing system’; which developed from farmers’ surpluses in addi-
tion to their mandatory supply to the central rationing system. The food
authorities’ emergency policies were mainly determined by their inability
to identify at individual levels those in need of extra rations and emer-
gency relief.1?

INDIVIDUAL VERSUS COLLECTIVE COPING STRATEGIES

The severe food and fuel deprivation during the final months of the war
prompted urban dwellers in the occupied west to take matters into their
own hands. As living solely off official rations had become impossible,
people needed to obtain food supplies from extra-legal sources in order
to survive. This caused black market prices to skyrocket, which only the
wealthiest could afford. For example, during the winter of 1944 /1945
products that determined the quantity of a meal such as bread, wheat
and potatoes sold for up to 200 times the retail price.?? Since most fam-
ilies did not have the means to purchase or barter on the black market
regularly, anyone capable ventured out into the countryside to obtain
foodstuffs at lower prices. More than half of urban households partici-
pated in these hongertochten (‘food expeditions’), especially working-class
and lower middle-class families.?! As such, these food expeditions were
an indispensable factor in mitigating famine conditions at household
levels. Yet, they also left a particularly vulnerable group behind that was
unable to embark on food expeditions or buy regularly on the black mar-
ket: the poor, the sick and elderly, people in hiding and housebound sin-
gle parents with young children.

Fortunately for these people, the food crisis did not solely produce
self-serving, individual and household responses to the food shortage.
The state’s shrinking role in providing food was replaced by expanded
public participation and communal efforts to relieve the famine. Local
self-help entities and relief committees emerged in all towns in the
Western Netherlands, mostly comprising of people living in the same
street or neighbourhood or belonging to the same religious denomina-
tion. According to Air Raid Protection, communal relief was much bet-
ter organised within working-class neighbourhoods than in upper-class
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areas due to the former’s larger involvement in the black market, more
awareness of the situation of neighbours, as well as less self-centredness
and more willingness to help one another.??

The examples of successful relief efforts in working-class quarters are
plentiful. For example, one neighbourhood committee in Amsterdam
arranged the distribution of 55,385 litres of cooked food, for an equal
number of meals, between early January and mid-May 1945. Under the
guidance of a local physician, 500 of the 6200 necighbours volunteered
in the quarter’s private food supply, emergency hospital, technical service
team, security system and even a veterinarian service. Their initial focus
was feeding all children between the ages of 6 and 16, but they soon
extended this to 19 years, in order to prevent adolescents from working
for the Germans in return for extra rations. Eventually, children between
the ages of 4 and 6 were included as well. The committee also managed
to occasionally intercept food that was intended for the black market
with the help of local Resistance groups and policemen, after which it
was equally divided among all neighbours, thereby creating new net-
works of trust and food coalitions at the local level.?3

Churches played an important role in organising relief as well, albeit
mostly for their own religious communities. An example of this is the
Reformed Relief Committee Hulp voor ons Allen (‘Help for Us All’)
established in Rotterdam in December 1944. Despite what its name
suggests, the committee only aided the Reformed community in the
city centre of Rotterdam. From its creation until liberation, the all-male
board of Help for Us All provided relief to all 2061 families in its parish
with the help of about 100 volunteers and support from a local abat-
toir. The foodstuffs they reallocated came from sister communities in
the rural northeast of the country, as was usually the case with denom-
inational relief committees. In total, Help for Us All distributed over
40,000 meals, placed 36 of their children in host families to share home-
cooked meals and evacuated another 200 children to the countryside.?*

The common denominator of all communal relief efforts in the
Western Netherlands was their aim to aid children first. The focus
on school age children can be explained by the fact that this vulnera-
ble group was allocated the same meagre rations as adults, while infants
and toddlers were entitled to higher rations and occasionally obtained
extra meals from state soup kitchens.?> When in September 1944 the
Directorate of Food Supply decided that all coupon-free meals had to
be stopped in favour of equal rationing, this included school meals. The
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Dutch food authorities officially argued that school kitchens had to close
in favour of central control, but sources reveal that the main reason was
to exclude National Socialist involvement from the rationing system.?%
When state relief to school children was de facto terminated, the Dutch
authorities knew very well that this left a vulnerable group exposed to
food deprivation—and it was for this reason that they allowed and
encouraged grassroots initiatives to fill this gap.

THE INTERDENOMINATIONAL BUREAU FOR EMERGENCY
NUTRITION

While local authorities had allowed the emergence of relief entities,
the Dutch and German national authorities grew concerned about
the wide variety of these organisations. As Director of Food Supply,
Louwes aspired to coordinate local efforts in order to retain some level
of control, but also to receive official approval from Seyss-Inquart for
non-governmental emergency aid. In early December 1944, meetings
were held between Louwes and representatives of the Inter Kerkelijk
Overleg (IKO: ‘Interdenominational Counsel of the Churches’). Louwes
acknowledged that the IKO was in a strong position to take on relief
responsibilities, as city-dwellers trusted the churches because of their
critical stance towards the occupier and the organisation also provided
a link to food-producing communities in the northeast of the country.
Moreover, the IKO could embody the ‘apolitical” organisation the occu-
pier would require for this job. Louwes arranged a meeting between an
IKO representative and Seyss-Inquart, who agreed with the initiative
on the condition that there would be just one body for both emergency
relief and the evacuation of children. His approval led to the establish-
ment of the Inter Kerkelifk Burean voor Noodvoedselvoorziening (1KB:
‘Interdenominational Bureau for Emergency Nutrition’), which became
the only official organisation allowed to gather food alongside the ration-
ing system.?”

On 14 December 1944 the IKB put together a board with repre-
sentatives from the Reformed and Roman Catholic denominations as
well as from the public school system in order ‘to serve the emergency
nourishment of ALL sections of society—even the non-religious ones
[sic]’.28 Officials from the public sector and industrial leaders joined the
IKB in a special advisory committee. The Central IKB was established
in The Hague, where an earlier interdenominational relief committee
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had already taken on child-feeding tasks. The Central IKB’s main task
was to establish local departments throughout the occupied areas and to
divide foodstuffs accordingly.?? The churches raised the required funds
while families would pay for individual nourishment. In December 1944
and January 1945, two representatives of the IKO made trips to the
northeastern provinces to talk about these plans with religious leaders,
local relief committees and Seyss-Inquart’s provincial representatives.
According to a post-war report by the IKB, it was ‘due to the sponta-
neous collaboration of many good citizens among the authorities and
private individuals that a smooth-running operation was launched’.3?
All large towns established district offices and hundreds of distribu-
tion points were opened. The IKB even set up a separate postal service
for internal correspondence. Within a month the IKB had managed to
achieve the full and active cooperation of both German and Dutch offi-
cials and attracted thousands of volunteers.3!

The basic principle of the IKB was ‘By the churches, for all’, which
meant that the allocation of supplies was determined by medical or social
priority, and not according to religious or political affiliation as before. In
addition to organising emergency nutrition, its second task was to evacu-
ate malnourished children from the urban west to rural areas.?? For both
tasks, it was imperative that the IKB established its own medical depart-
ment to screen all those eligible for emergency feeding or evacuation,
for which it cooperated with local general practitioners, paediatricians,
internists, Municipal Health Services and the Public Health Inspection.
To ensure that the selection would be as fair as possible the IKB even
wrote down and distributed guidelines in which the Chief of the Medical
Department had meticulously explained the proper procedures and
weight-for-height requirements that determined to which urgency class
the examined patient belonged.33

The IKB emergency nutrition department focussed on three vul-
nerable groups that showed physical signs of malnourishment: toddlers
(3-5 years), children (6-15 years) and adults, of which children formed
the largest group. As the number of needy children increased so quickly,
it was not possible to accept them into the feeding programmes based
on doctors’ notes alone. Independent medical screening ultimately
determined whether children could participate in meals six times a week
(more than 20% below average weight for sex, height and age) or three
times a week (15-20% underweight). In The Hague, where the Central
IKB was located, almost thirty per cent of examined children fell into the
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highest ‘urgently necessary’ category.3* Similar criteria were applied to
the other two groups, with the one for adults being particularly strict.
The IKB only distributed food to people over 16 years old whose lives
were directly at stake due to malnourishment, such as patients suffer-
ing from oedema, cachexia (>30% underweight), TB, or those who had
already become bedridden. In addition to these official categories, the
IKB clandestinely cooked and delivered food to local hospitals, elderly
homes, staft members of municipal emergency homes, political prison-
ers and even people in hiding.?® In total approximately half a million
people—out of an urban population of 2.6 million—received IKB food
relief for short or prolonged periods of time.3¢

FEEDING THE FUTURE

Since the IKB was essentially an overarching institution for already exist-
ing efforts, the nature and modus operandi of child-feeding programmes
differed in each region. For instance, in Amsterdam a child-feeding
organisation called Onderlinge Hulp Noodtoestand Schooljengd (OHNS:
‘Mutual Aid Emergency Situation Schoolchildren’) was established by
the former head of the Municipal Department of Child Clothing and
Feeding to aid Protestant and public schoolchildren, while Catholics
retained their own organisation. These relief committees coexisted until
the extreme fuel shortage around mid-February 1945 forced them
to merge, with the local IKB only supplying the OHNS soup kitchens
and not interfering in the allocation of meals.?” In Rotterdam, many
child-feeding initiatives declined to merge or cooperate with the IKB,
and a citywide relief committee such as in Amsterdam or The Hague
was never achieved. Their local IKB focussed on feeding children from
the poorest quarters.3® In Utrecht, a local department of the Dutch Red
Cross started child feeding in early October 1944, which was later taken
over by the cooperating churches, even though they never formally oper-
ated under the name of the IKB.3 Similar developments took place in
smaller towns throughout the occupied west, which confirms that these
were indeed uncoordinated bottom-up initiatives.*?

The results of the child-feeding programmes were nothing short of
impressive. The OHNS in Amsterdam grew enormously after its man-
datory merger. Whereas during its start-up week in mid-February 1945
it could only provide 6000 extra meals per day for a total of 120,000
school children, by March this number had grown to 38,000—feeding
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nearly a third of all school children.*! When on 10 January 1945 the
Central IKB in The Hague took over from the cooperating churches,
these had already been feeding some 6000 children. Two weeks later,
this number had risen to 12,000, and between February and April
1945 it was fixed around 28,000, more than half of the children in the
city.*? In Utrecht the Committee for Child Nutrition rejected the gen-
eral stance that only children who were diagnosed with malnourish-
ment should benefit from the meals. Instead, all school children aged
6—-14 years became entitled to one meal a week and those diagnosed with
malnourishment could have multiple meals a week.*? In all towns, relief
efforts resulted in the extra feeding of approximately a third to half of
the neediest urban children. The meals typically consisted of half a litre
of a nutritional, yet watery mix of potatoes, vegetables, sugar beets and
sometimes even tulip bulbs. The IKB Rotterdam calculated that the aver-
age meal comprised of 200 kcal, which was not much but still an indis-
pensable supplement to the famine rations.**

An additional reason why local relief efforts prioritised school age
children specifically was that younger children could not easily be fed
in a school setting. But when relief organisations discovered that tod-
dlers were suffering from malnourishment just as severely, by the end
of February 1945 most began to include young children aged 4-5,
followed by the age group of 1-3 years shortly after.*> Although most
child-feeding initiatives also made efforts to place children in better
situated host families for home-cooked meals, communal eating was
generally a precondition for relief provisioning. The food was always
consumed collectively, mostly in classrooms, but certainly never in a
household setting, which was to ensure that the extra rations would not
be redistributed to other household members or, specifically, would not
be caten by the male head of the household.*¢

By feeding the children, civil society organisations took over care
responsibilities from households in order to protect the future of Dutch
society. But in doing so, they usually established boundaries of who did
or did not belong, as is exemplified by the exclusiveness of the inde-
pendently operating neighbourhood and denominational committees.
The Nutrition Council in Leiden considered this shift in responsibility
necessary for the future of society: “The Committee is deeply convinced
that, if this plan succeeds, it will prevent a catastrophic breakdown of
the health of Leiden’s youth as well as a limitless demoralisation’.#” This
demoralisation was especially an issue when it came to religious beliefs.
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In Utrecht, school children were divided into three separate religious
groups, ensuring that ‘the children were situated in the spiritual sphere
that they belonged to’. For toddlers, separate eating was considered
less important, as they were supposedly too young to be influenced by
alternative religious persuasions.*® The rigid Catholic relief politics in
Amsterdam even resulted in all Catholic school children receiving extra
meals, against only 20% of Protestant and public school children.*® Child
relief during the Dutch famine thus had its limits when it came to soli-
darity and community.

Because the problems with food supply were by no means solved by
the time of liberation in May 1945, many relief committees remained
active until the summer of 1945. In most towns, between May and June
the number of children participating in IKB relief grew larger as they
enjoyed more opportunities of supply and transport.®® In mid-June 1945,
municipalities took over school feeding once again and participation rap-
idly declined, which can be explained both by official rations increasing
to pre-war levels and the desire to normalise family life as quickly as possi-
ble. Following declining trust in the household’s authority over children’s
health during the famine period, collective feeding had taken away respon-
sibility from the parents and placed it at community levels. After the food
crisis parents reclaimed their traditional role as caregivers, making munici-
pal school feeding just as unpopular as it had been before the war.

VULNERABILITY AND RESILIENCE

The importance of the child-feeding programs during the famine
was recognised early on by post-war relief organisations as well as mil-
itary authorities. In July 1945, Major Miller from the Allied Relief
Department in Utrecht wrote a letter stating that it had been anticipated
that there would be little or no relief organisation available for children,
but that they found an excellent organisation, the Committee for Child
Nutrition, that was already operating and capable of immediate expan-
sion.®! In the summer of 1945 a child-feeding committee in Gouda even
concluded that, because of local efforts in their town, no single child had
died from starvation. The municipality of Amsterdam similarly concluded
that ‘experts have assured that the distribution of food by the OHNS
had saved hundreds of children from starving to death. It is due to the
OHNS that the Amsterdam schoolchildren have surmounted the hunger

period without major drawbacks’.>2
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Qualitative evidence on the impact of the child-feeding initiatives
upon children’s health seems supported by mortality data. During the
Dutch famine the overall lowest death rates were seen among children
and young adults, especially within the age group of 1-14 years. At the
height of the famine in March 1945, death rates reached 0.7 per popula-
tion of 1000 boys and 0.6 for girls, compared to roughly 0.4 in normal
times.>® The pattern is even more distinct in the age group 5-14 years.
New research shows that mortality patterns of school age children in the
urban west were hardly affected during the famine, and even remained
below those in non-affected parts of the country.’* In Amsterdam, for
example, school age children were the only age group to show a mor-
tality peak in the summer of 1943, instead of during the famine in
1944 /1945.5% These patterns contradict findings on other modern fam-
ines, including those that occurred during World War II, in which school
age children often suffered a large proportionate rise in deaths.>®

The Dutch case suggests that, while children may be physically vul-
nerable to food deprivation and infectious diseases, their strong social
position in Dutch mid-twentieth-century society may also have made
them particularly resilient to famine conditions.’” Increased death rates
are only famine traits insofar as families or society is not able to sustain a
child at the expense of others. In other words, physiological vulnerabil-
ity to malnutrition can be modified by social factors and processes that
minimise the expected effects.’® In addition to the evacuation of 40,000
malnourished children, extensive food provisioning to Dutch children
certainly positively affected their survival chances.>® Most importantly,
by targetting those children who suffered most from malnutrition during
the Dutch famine, non-governmental relief entities were able to compen-
sate when the state and the family could no longer protect their children.

CONCLUSION

For the occupied Western Netherlands the final months of war pre-
sented a period of declining state food provision to children, which led
to the rise of a new type of relief organisation: local child relief enti-
ties. Emerging from existing networks and traditional Dutch practices,
these civil society organisations occupied a central position between the
household and state levels and, as such, effectively took over care and
relief responsibilities. The collective decision to help school age chil-
dren first was supported by both the German and the Dutch authorities,
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and resulted in the extra feeding of approximately a third to half of
the children in famine-affected areas. As supported by qualitative and
quantitative evidence on child health and mortality, the impact of these
child-feeding efforts should not be underestimated. Therefore, this chap-
ter has argued for a better understanding of the relationship between
physiological vulnerability to food deprivation and social processes fos-
tering resilience—an understanding that entails abandoning the dualistic
focus on the state and the individual with regard to food distributions
systems, and instead including the civil society networks operating
between these levels.
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