A German Ministry's Nazi Past

New Report Details Diplomats' Participation in Holocaust

By VANESSA FUHRMANS

BERLIN—A government-sponsored commission has concluded that Germany's Nazi-era Foreign Ministry was complicit in the murder of millions of Europe's Jews, a conclusion that adds the taint of the Holocaust to a bastion of the German establishment that had long escaped close scrutiny of its wartime activities.

The 880-page report, commissioned five years ago by the Foreign Ministry and to be released Thursday, dismantles a myth preserved for decades in Germany that Third Reich diplomats on the whole opposed the Nazis, or at least played no active role in the Holocaust.

On the contrary, the Foreign Ministry was "an active participant in the Nazis' policy of violence from the beginning, and was so involved in the bureaucratic machinations of persecuting, deporting and killing Jews "that every office clerk knew what was happening" Eckart Conze, professor of history at Philipps University of Marburg and one of four historians who led the study and cowrote the report, said in an interview. He called the ministry a "criminal organization," borrowing a term used to describe and condemn Hitler's elite guard, the Waffen-SS, during the Nuremberg trials.

The report will be published by Bertelsmann AG's Karl Blessing Verlag as a book, "The Ministry and the Past: German Diplomats in the Third Reich and the Federal Republic."

The Foreign Ministry is one of the last of Germany's major institutions to investigate and confront its dark past—though it is the government's public face abroad and played a key role in rehabilitating West Germany's relations with other countries after World War II. While studies in recent decades have slowly chipped away at the myth of the German foreign office's insulation from Nazi crimes, the study marks the first time the ministry has scrutinized its wartime record.

On Monday, Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle called the report "a very important historical document" that shows "how deeply top diplomats were involved in the criminal regime."

That it had taken 60 years to embark on such an inquiry was "incredible," said Frank-Walter Steinmeier, German opposition leader and Mr. Westerwelle's predecessor as foreign minister.

The American Gathering of Holocaust Survivors and Their Descendants hailed the report for "categorically refuting" previous whitewashing of the Foreign Ministry's role in the Nazis' mass murder of Jews. "Germany has taken an honest and painful look at its past," said Elan Steinberg, vice president of the New York-based organization.

The investigation was spurred by a flap over then-Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer's decision in 2003 to ban an in-house newsletter from printing obituaries of diplomats who had been members of the Nazi party, ordered after, former head of Germany's Green Party, the newsletter printed a tribute to a diplomat that omitted his involvement in war crimes in Prague.

When the newsletter failed to publish an obituary of Franz Krapf, another former Nazi party member, several retired diplomats attacked the policy and Mr. Fischer decided to commission the investigation. 
Among the items the probe turned up was an expense report submitted by a wartime diplomat. On returning to Berlin in 1941 after a trip to Belgrade—where the Nazis commandeered the internment and extermination of Serbian Jews—Franz Rademacher, the ministry's head of Jewish affairs, noted as the purpose of his trip: "Liquidation of Jews in Belgrade and talks with Hungarian envoys in Budapest."

Though some diplomats' involvement in or knowledge of war crimes, such as Mr. Rademacher's, have been previously documented, such details, unearthed in archives in Berlin and around the world, show the ministry's more systemic involvement.

By the late 1930s, for instance, all new diplomats were required to visit the Dachau concentration camp, located outside a Munich suburb, as part of their training. Prof. Conze said the reason wasn't clear but that the requirement could have served as an intimidation tactic to ensure they toed the line. It also could have been because diplomats were often tasked with showing internment camps to Red Cross or other nongovernmental delegates requesting to inspect conditions there.

The report sheds new light on how long the ministry's complicity continued. The claim that most German wartime diplomats weren't involved in war crimes allowed many former Nazis to resume diplomatic jobs in what became West Germany's foreign ministry. There, they used their posts to help other former Nazis hiding abroad, according to the report.

In this file photo taken August 23, 1939, German Reich Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop and Soviet dictator Josef Stalin, second from right, watch as Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov signs the countries' non-aggression .

Germany's confrontation with its Nazi past has been a process of assigning moral culpability to ever-broader circles of society: at first, only the Nazi elite, then all party members, and eventually major institutions such as churches and German industry, which have over time undertaken painful examinations of their pasts.

Former Gestapo officer Klaus Barbie, known as the "Butcher of Lyon," was one beneficiary of the diplomats' postwar effort, Prof. Conze said. Mr. Barbie, who remained at large until his arrest in Bolivia in 1983, was shielded from French prosecutors by the U.S. counterintelligence officials for whom he worked for in the immediate postwar years, but he received help in avoiding arrest from West German foreign-office officials as well. He was eventually convicted and sentenced to life in prison in 1987.

As with the German military, whose involvement in wartime crimes was examined in a controversial exhibit more than a decade ago, powerful societal forces kept Germany from scrutinizing the foreign ministry's Nazi-era role. Nearly every German had a relative in the army, or Wehrmacht, and few challenged the notion that the army had served the Fatherland, not the Führer, and was dragged into war by the Nazis , the ruling National Socialists.

The Foreign Ministry, on the other hand, was the preserve of the elite and educated establishment, who helped to propagate the conventional wisdom that apart from a few bad apples—such as Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, later sentenced to death at the Nuremberg trials—the office was unwillingly co-opted by the Nazis.

Though there were a handful of notable resistance members in the diplomatic corps, such as Gerhart Feine, an embassy director in Hungary who unobtrusively prevented many Jews from being deported to death camps, and Adam von Trott zu Solz, who was executed for his role in the failed July 20, 1944, plot to kill Hitler, there was no resistance center to speak of, Prof. Conze said.

Among the report's revelations is that Ernst von Weizsäcker, secretary of state at the ministry from 1938 to 1943 and father of former German President Richard von Weizsäcker, had urged that German writer Thomas Mann's citizenship be removed because of his "hostile propaganda" against the Nazis. The elder Mr. Weizsäcker was tried and sentenced to prison in 1949 for alleged complicity in the deportation of French Jews.
