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It is one of the tragedies of the 1930s that reports of the maltreatment and persecution of 

Jews in Nazi Germany were not taken more seriously and given more credibility than they 

actually were. As I stated in my own Ph.D. thesis, ‘The British Press and the Holocaust’, the 

problem for German Jewry at this time was that large sections of the British Press and 

Government believed that the Jews had a hidden political agenda. Neither the Press nor the 

Government doubted that bad things were happening to the Jews in Nazi Germany, but they 

did feel that the Jews were apt to exaggerate the extent of the persecution and treated 

reports of abuse with what they considered to be a healthy dose of scepticism. This was 

because they believed that people who had been persecuted tended to exaggerate in their 

accounts of maltreatment. It was also because they supposed that Jewish people, especially 

those of Zionist persuasion, were exaggerating and exploiting reports of persecution with the 

aim of creating a ground swell of support for the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine.  

Therefore, throughout the 1930s and during the Second World War too, the British Press 

generally played down the extent and horror of the atrocities which the Nazis committed 

against the Jews. Newspaper correspondents in Germany who regularly received first hand 

accounts of atrocities or were eye-witnesses themselves, often deliberately toned down the 

horror of their articles because they knew that the full truth would not be believed by their 

editors at home. When, for example, Norman Ebbutt, the senior Berlin correspondent of The 

Times newspaper, discovered that his most comprehensive and critical reports did not 

actually appear in the paper, he began to feed his more damning information to the 

American CBS correspondent, William Shirer. As Shirer later commented in this regard, “The 

trouble for Ebbutt was that his newspaper, the most esteemed in England, would not publish 

much of what he reported. The Times in those days was doing its best to appease Hitler and 

to induce the British government to do likewise. The unpleasant truths that Ebbutt telephones 

nightly to London from Berlin were often kept out of the great newspaper." Owing to the 

paucity of newspaper archives few records remain which may unequivocally demonstrate 

how the above factors operated simultaneously to influence many of the British newspapers 

against printing news of Nazi atrocities against Jews. However, perhaps the best of the few 

which have survived is located in The Times archive. On 20th December 1933, Stanley 

Simpson, The Times’ Bavarian correspondent, filed an extensive, carefully compiled and yet, it 

should be noted, toned down report of the indiscriminate incarceration of Jews and political 

opponents of the Nazi regime in the newly established concentration camps, together with 

their abuse, torture and even murder at Dachau. Simpson assured The Times’ Foreign Editor, 

Ralph Deakin, that “I have been at great pains to secure reliable first-hand evidence, and to 

check and verify all statements made.” He added, “One or two points I should like to draw 

attention to in connection with it. First, the authenticity. This I can guarantee. I have exercised 

every care in collecting and verifying the material and in selecting the parts of it which 

constitute the article. Where I have had a doubt about any point I have deliberately 

suppressed the statement in doubt.” His information, he told Deakin, came from a wide  

variety of sources, “ex-prisoners, Nazi SS guards, the widows and relatives of the victims.” He 

hoped that “if the facts about Dachau can be made known to the whole world it is possible 
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that several lives may be saved and countless torments prevented. I have every reason to 

believe that if things are left as they are, that is, if the Nazis continued to think as they have 

thought up to now that the outer world knows nothing of these villainies, that dozens more 

prisoners in Dachau will perish before the winter is over. If the matter is taken up by The 

Times (especially if supported by the New York Times in the United States) it may be possible 

to arouse public indignation sufficiently to lead to the appointment of some kind of 

international commission to visit the camp. Even if this is not done I am convinced that the 

mere fact that people abroad know what is going on will have a restraining effect on Nazi 

brutality.” Simpson persisted in impressing throughout his letter how he had toned down the 

horror of his report and had endeavoured to report only the most reliable facts with regard 

to the camp: “Many of the incidents are not described in their full enormity for in many cases 

I have suppressed details purely out of regard for space. To give an instance of the care I 

have exercised in stating facts and avoid risk of inaccuracy, I might mention the question of 

heating at the camp. There was definitely no heating there for the prisoners in October (when 

it was severely cold) and, as far as I can hear since then heating appliances have not yet been 

installed. As I cannot be definitely certain on this point I have made no reference to it…. 

Although I make allowances for the facts that a wretched business of this sort affects one 

much more on the spot, I think you will agree that the Dachau story is a particularly wicked 

and damnable affair, even judged by what I have written alone… Please excuse this long 

letter, but there are one or two points left. The Nazis may try to ignore the article or dismiss it 

with a vague charge of ‘Gruel’; or they may be brazen enough to deny the facts in detail. In 

either case, it will not avail. The facts are absolutely right, and nobody need be concerned by 

their official statements and denials. They have been proved over and over again… to be 

demonstrably guilty of barefaced lying in their official reports. I have enough evidence to 

hang the commandant and half-a-dozen more in a civilised country, but in Germany of 

course I cannot call on my witnesses.” Simpson hopefully concluded, “I’m sure you will agree 

that it would be in keeping with the best traditions of The Times if it could be the means of 

putting an end to or even mitigating the sufferings of these men, and of saving lives which, if 

nothing is done, will assuredly be sacrificed.” 

 

When Simpson’s letter arrived on Ralph Deakin’s desk in London he quickly consulted 

Barrington-Ward, the Assistant Editor, as to what to do with the report. One 5 January 1934, 

in spite of Simpson’s persistent assurances with regard to the town down yet accurate nature 

of the report, Barrington-Ward minuted to Deakin: “This, as you say, is serious. I think that the 

next step is certainly to get Ebbutt’s opinion upon it. Is Simpson a man unlikely to be carried 

away by atrocity stories? One knows that it is necessary - without doubting for a moment that 

cruelties have been practised in such places - to treat particular instances with caution in view 

of the sufferer’s (especially as the German suffer’s) capacity to believe that things have been 

even worse than actuality.”  Nevertheless, Barrington-Ward conceded that “if Simpson is 

thoroughly trustworthy, and Ebbutt can find no serious flaw, the article will certainly have to 

be given, probably in company with a discriminating leader”. Ebbutt was duly contacted and 

replied favourably with regard to the accuracy of Deakin’s information on 12th January: 
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“Having read carefully the article on concentration camps and the accompanying letter, I am 

of the opinion that we should publish it… I am fully convinced, myself, of the substantial 

accuracy of the details in the article, many of which have been known to me from other (also 

convincing) sources.” Deakin wrote of Simpson on 19th January and assured him that his 

article was under “careful consideration,” but the fact that it contained nothing about 

conditions in the camp later than August 1933, it was felt, weakened the article 

“considerably”. Simpson replied in a letter of 5th February that he realised that the addition of 

more recent facts would improve his article, but he did not think that it was out of date as it 

stood when conditions within Germany were taken into account: “The terrorism is so intense 

and such elaborate precautions taken to keep things secret that it is often weeks before news 

leaks out from the camp, and weeks before it can be tested and confirmed. The article 

represents months of careful research. It would be easy to pass on unconfirmed or half-

confirmed reports of recent date, but that is precisely what I wanted to avoid at all cost, and I 

think the fact that all information in the article has been thoroughly sifted and proved beyond 

doubt outweighs the disadvantage of its not being as recent as could be desired.” Simpson 

responded by sending a few more recent details, concerning Dachau, to London on 12th 

February, but it was to no avail because in the end The Times decided not to print the article 

at all. On 13th February, Barrington-Ward minuted to Deakin, “The Editor is now inclined to 

feel that what has appeared lately in The New Statesman and Nation really disposes of this 

article.” The article to which Barrington-Ward referred, entitled, “The Terror Continues - 

Sonnenburg Concentration Camp,” printed on 20th January, set out to prove that the 

concentration camp terror, which was popularly thought to have abated, was in fact 

continuing, “though with increased secrecy”. And yet this article was much less detailed, 

horrific and only slightly more up to date than the information which Simpson had passed on 

to The Times. The truth of the matter is that The Times, dreading the prospect of exposing its 

neck on the issue of atrocities against the Jews, seized on the New Statesman and Nation’s 

article as a convenient pretext for not printing its own, more damning information. The 

paper’s sensibilities on this matter undoubtedly concurred with the opinions of William 

Teeling, whose counsel Ralph Deakin had sought over the issue. Simpson’s article, Teeling 

wrote to Deakin on 24th February, “seems to me an article oozing with harmful possibilities 

and full of calculated propaganda, carefully leaving out sides that are extremely well run, i.e. 

the playground, shops, dormitories, heating, hospital, etc.” “It seems to me,” he said, “to be a 

terrible indictment - the publication of which could do no good, but immense harm. You 

must know how far the author is to be trusted - but to me it seems an exaggeration… I would 

also add that our Consul General in Cologne told me he went into every Jew case officially for 

atrocities and never found a real one. He believed ‘their oriental exaggeration had got the 

better of them.” 

 

“Every Jew case”; “oriental exaggeration” - and this from a man who served as MP for 

Brighton and who would later be knighted. In fact the latent anti-Semitism expressed in these 

phrases which certainly influenced The Times against protesting the atrocities committed 

against Jews in the early days of the Nazi regime, were widespread. The fact is that there was 
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little philo-Semitism around at that time in this country. Most British people weren’t actively 

against the Jews, as in Nazi Germany, but they were sufficiently ambivalent toward their fate 

that they weren’t prepared to take action on their behalf. Britain may have been a Christian 

country, but two thousand years of Christian anti-Semitism had dulled the British conscience 

toward the fate of Jews, whom it was felt were probably deserving in some way of what was 

happening to them in Germant. Mass Observation reports before, during and after the war 

demonstrate that while most British people felt disliked Jewish people to some degree. These 

feelings were widely shared in the government and Press too. Winston Churchill was almost 

alone in the corridors of power in his philo-Semitism. The Foreign Office, for instance, was 

implacably pro-Arab and this subtly, or not so subtly in some cases, influenced their actions, 

or lack of action, with regard to protesting the atrocities against the Jews. Oliver Harvey, 

Anthony Eden’s Personal Secretary, said that the latter, who was Foreign Secretary and a 

future Prime Minister, “he loves Arabs and hates Jews.” Indeed, the Foreign Office was highly 

suspicious of reports of atrocities against Jews and communicated this sentiment to the Press. 

But these sentiments weren’t only found in Britain. All over the world, including the United 

States, little philo-Semitism could be found at the time when Jews in Europe most needed 

practical help and understanding. Indeed this state of affairs only emboldened Hitler in his 

actions against the Jews. He construed the lack of effective protest among the civilised 

Western nations against his anti-Semitic persecutions as a green light to proceed to ever 

more deadly actions. In effect, the western nations walked by on the other side as European 

Jewry was being murdered in front of their very eyes.  

 

As much as the Jewish experience of the 1930s undoubtedly causes us distress, my question 

to you is whether it informs our actions today? In fact the same question may be asked of the 

Pesach. Pesach is a time during which we contemplate the genocide against our people at a 

seminal moment in our history. In fact, as we note during the Hagaddah, Rabbi Gamaliel 

instructed us that unless we personally buy into the experience of the Jews in their ancient 

enslavement we have not properly observed the festival. As it says in the Torah, “Tell your 

child on that very day: ‘This is what Adonai did for me when I left Egypt.” Note the word “Me” 

even though none of us were physically there, the point is that we so identify with the 

experience that by faith we were actually there. As the Hagaddah again states, “The Holy One 

of Blessing did not redeem only our ancestors, but He even redeemed us with them, as it 

says, “He brought us out of there in order to us to and give us the land that He swore to our 

ancestors.” The point of this is that the Exodus was not merely a historical event that 

happened ‘once upon a time’, way back when. Rather, it inhabits an eternal present; it is 

contemporaneous, it is happening today, to us. Moreover, as Conservative Rabbi Dr Neil 

Gillman has explained, “note that the text does not say that ‘every Jew’ must see him or 

herself as having come out of Egypt, but rather ‘every one’ or ‘every individual.’ The Hebrew 

word is adam, which is, first, gender neutral, and second, means simply a person, a human 

being. The liberation from Egypt has universal significance that extends way beyond Jewish 

history. That is why the exodus theme has been taken up by oppressed peoples everywhere 

on earth. That explains why there are Haggadot that tell the story of other communities’ 
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liberation from their own oppression - black Haggadot, feminist Haggadot, secular Israeli 

Haggadot, and the rest. Second, note the Hebrew word k’ilu, ‘as though.’ Every person must 

see him or herself ‘as though’ having personally come out of Egypt. The ‘as though’ here 

implies that author’s awareness that there is a touch of hyperbole in the claim. Taken literally, 

I was not really in Egypt. But first, I might have been - an accident of birth located me where I 

am now in space and time, but I could have been born in another time and in another place. 

And second, more important, I must learn to see myself ‘as though’ I was there by virtue of 

my communal memory. Memory is what knits together the generations; memory creates the 

possibility of continuity and history. Memory creates community. If you would doubt all of 

this, consider those we know who have lost the ability to remember; nothing is more 

devastating that this sense of total isolation that this victim must feel. So in a somewhat less 

than literal sense, it is important that we feel ‘as though’ we were in Egypt, and at Sinai, and 

the rest. What we do at the Seder table is reenact that Exodus by telling the story and 

performing the rituals that bring the original events back into our lives.” 

 

This living memory of the Exodus, the living memory of the Shoah, and of every other terrible 

time of persecution in our more often than not tortured history is meant to shape and inform 

our interaction with the world today. Unless the memory of the Pesach and of these events 

changes us inside and transform our behaviour in the here and now then we have not 

fulfilled our obligations. Indeed, Hashem Himself commands us that it should be so, for in the 

Torah we read of how He expects our experience of the Exodus to transform us in our 

interactions with other oppressed peoples. Devarim 15:12-15 thus states, “If any of your 

people—Hebrew men or women—sell themselves to you and serve you six years, in the 

seventh year you must let them go free. And when you release them, do not send them away 

empty-handed. Supply them liberally from your flock, your threshing floor and your 

winepress. Give to them as the Lord your God has blessed you. Remember that you were 

slaves in Egypt and the Lord your God redeemed you. That is why I give you this command 

today.” So too Devarim 5:12-15 commands the Hebrew to let his animals, his slaves and the 

foreigners to rest on the Shabbat because, “Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that 

the Lord your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. 

Therefore the Lord your God has commanded you to observe the Sabbath day.” Similarly 

Devarim 24:17-18 says, “Do not deprive the foreigner or the fatherless of justice, or take the 

cloak of the widow as a pledge. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the Lord your 

God redeemed you from there. That is why I command you to do this.” And in Shemot 24:15 

we also read, “You must not mistreat or oppress foreigners in any way. Remember, you 

yourselves were once foreigners in the land of Egypt.” See how in each and every case the 

divine injunction to remember the historical experience of oppression in Egypt is mean to 

inform attitudes toward those who are being oppressed around us today. We may not stand 

back and do nothing, but must have our social conscience attuned and stand up on behalf of 

those who are being oppressed and are in need of an ally today - regardless of their 

background. Indeed, this is the very meaning of the Torah. As Yeshua said, the whole Torah is 

summed up by these words: "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you". Likewise, 
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Rav Shaul said: "For the whole of the Torah is summed up in this one sentence: "Love your 

neighbor as yourself". Rav Hillel also said: "What is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow: 

this is the whole Torah; the rest is the explanation; go and learn." When people, any people, 

are subjected to persecution we, as Jews, are simply not allowed to avert our eyes and walk 

by on the other side, as others did to us throughout our history. In fact Yeshua told the 

parable of the Good Samaritan precisely to make this point. At best when we walk by on the 

other side we are failing in our worship of Hashem and our own humanity is consequently 

diminished. At worst we become complicit in those unspeakable horrors, just as the nations 

that stood by when Jews were being persecuted by the Nazis were complicit in the Shoah. 

Torah simply does not permit us to stay silent. Which is why it matters today that we protest 

the treatment of gay people in Chechnya. Unlike in the 1930s when the newspapers failed to 

adequately report atrocities against Jews the newspapers are at least exposing the fact that 

gay men are being rounded up in the Russian province and sent to ‘camps’ were they are 

being tortured and murdered. The hatred directed by the Chechen leadership toward gay 

people is exemplified by Chechen leader’s, Ramzan Kadyrov’s, spokesperson, who denied the 

reports on the grounds that no one in Chechnya is homosexual. “You cannot arrest or repress 

people who just don’t exist in the republic.” “If such people existed in Chechnya,” said, “law 

enforcement would not have to worry about them since their own relatives would have sent 

them to where they could never return.” In other words, they would be dead. Those who 

have escaped the camps said they are detained in the same room and people are kept 

altogether, around 30 or 40. They are tortured with electric currents and heavily beaten, 

sometimes to death. Abuses allegedly included men being taken outside and beaten several 

times a day, having their hands electrocuted and being forced to sit on bottles. Having 

trawled through reports of abuses of Jewish people in the 1930s in my Ph.D. studies I have to 

say that I am alarmed by the parallels. But should this matter to us? Are we supposed to care 

about the fate of people whose sexual preferences differ to most of us? Indeed, many might 

not care. Many, as with those who watched on as the Jews were being persecuted in the 

1930s, might harbour some antipathy toward gay people.  And many might be able to cite 

Biblical chapter and verse in condemnation of what many consider to be unacceptable sexual 

preferences and practices. Let’s face it, there’s often precious little good will among believers 

toward gay people. In fact, though many believers might not openly cheer what is happening 

to gay people in Chechnya and beyond, deep down inside they might feel that gay people 

are only reaping what they sow - i.e. God’s judgment. And yet Torah outlaws such thinking. 

Remember that you were slaves in Egypt, says Hashem! Remember when other people stood 

by and did nothing when you were being persecuted by your oppressors. What did that feel 

like? Should we behave the same? Or are we required, as God’s people, to act differently? For 

the essence of holiness is difference, and the essence of righteousness is doing what is right. 

How then are we holy and how are we righteous if we walk by on the other side? What would 

Yeshua have to say to us if we do not protest against persecution?  

 

Indeed, lest we are tempted to think that caring for the human rights of oppressed minorities 

such as gay people, or of the poor, of black people or of women in various parts of the world 
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has nothing to do with us, let us remember that gay rights, the rights of the poor, black 

people’s right, women’s rights are human rights. Moreover, whenever such rights, respect 

and dignity are not accorded to them, then we better watch out. As Pastor Martin Niemoller 

said: "First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out—because I was not a Socialist. 

Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out— because I was not a Trade 

Unionist. Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out— because I was not a Jew. 

Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me." When one section of 

society suffers all will eventually suffer. Therefore humanity itself is imperilled by the inaction 

of people who don't care enough about others to risk standing alongside them. The message 

of the Passover, and of the Torah, is that humanity is fundamentally indivisible. All human 

beings are made in the image of God. We are our brothers’ keeper. And we are to love our 

neighbour as ourselves, whatever his or her religion, gender, skin colour or sexuality. It is up 

to us to heed the call of the Torah - remember that you were slaves in Egypt - and overcome 

our evil inclination to stand as judge and jury over other peoples’ lifestyles. Only God is 

judge. But you, “do justly, love mercy, and walk humbly.” Above all, let us not walk by on the 

other side lest we become complicit in the oppression.  

 


