During the Holocaust, the Germans took the first step in managing the large population of Jews under their control at home and in occupied territories by placing them in ghettoes. While this was not a new idea in the annals of history, the purpose for doing this was a first. The Germans wanted to isolate the Jewish population before systematically deporting them to various concentration camps and killing centers in their master plan to eliminate the Jews.

The Germans chose the most run down sections of town for the Jews to live in and in most of the major cities like Warsaw, they built walls around the ghetto to complete the picture of isolation. Since much of the propaganda that the Germans distributed sent the message that the Jews were responsible for all manner of diseases, the people in the towns bought the message that this was for their own good health. The requirement that the Jews wear the star also helped identify the Jewish population for the people in the town.

There were over 400 ghettoes established in the Nazi occupied territory, with the Warsaw ghetto housing the largest population at over one half a million people. The living conditions in the ghettoes were horrendous with cramped spaces—multiple families could be living in one room--, unsanitary conditions which produced contagious diseases, curfews, starvation, and tens of thousands of deaths.

To stay alive, Jews had to get work permits and hope to find work in factories outside of the ghetto. Even though education was forbidden, underground schools were often formed to make sure the young were not neglected. Many Jews never survived the ghettoes. 

Autobiographical Notes of Life in the Ghetto

Written by: Alexander Kimel

“The ghetto was full of rumors. We used to joke the ghetto is running his own news service called JIWO “Jidden Willen Azoj” (The Jews Wish So). The Germans confiscated all the radios and without newspapers, it was easy to float rumors. The news coming down the grapevine was very encouraging, like:

Roosevelt declared that every Gentile that saves a Jew will be awarded with five acres of land. Or, a transport of Jews was intercepted in Przemsysl by the German Army. The army is rebelling against the killings.

Another favorite pastime in the ghetto was devising a creative punishment for Hitler. The most favorite variant: Hitler will be caught and put into a mobile cage, and transported from town to town, so that each  Jew can spit into his face.” 

