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An American Journalist’s Impression of Berlin Book Burning

e Louis P. Lochner, Introduction to The Goebbels Diaries 1942-1943. Edited and
Translated by Louis P. Lochner. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1948. Reprint, Westport:
Greenwood Press, 1970), 17-18.

The whole civilized world was shocked when on the evening of 10 May 1933 the
books of authors displeasing to the Nazis, including even those of our own Helen Keller,
were solemnly burned on the immense Franz Josef Platz between the University of Berlin
and the State Opera on Unter den Linden. | was a witness to the scene.

All afternoon Nazi raiding parties had gone into public and private libraries,
throwing on to the streets such books as Dr. Goebbels in his supreme wisdom had
decided were unfit for Nazi Germany. From the streets Nazi columns of beer-hall fighters
had picked up these discarded volumes and taken them to the square above referred to.

Here the heap grew higher and higher, and every few minutes another howling
mob arrived, adding more books to the impressive pyre. Then, as night fell, students from
the university, mobilized by the little doctor, performed veritable Indian dances and
incantations as the flames began to soar skyward.

When the orgy was at its height, a cavalcade of cars hove into sight. It was the
Propaganda Minister himself, accompanied by his bodyguard and a number of fellow
torchbearers of the new Nazi Kultur. “Fellow students, German men and women!” he
said as he stepped before a microphone for all Germany to hear him. “The age of extreme
Jewish intellectualism has now ended, and the success of the German revolution has
again given the right of way to the German spirit. . .. You are doing the right thing in
committing the evil spirit of the past to the flames at this late hour of the night. It is a
strong, great and symbolic act - an act that is to bear witness before all the world to the
fact that the spiritual foundation of the November Republic has disappeared. From these
ashes there will arise the phoenix of a new spirit. ... The past is lying in flames. The

future will rise from the flames within our own hearts. ... Brightened by these flames
our vow shall be: The Reich and the Nation and our Fiihrer Adolf Hitler: Heil! Heil!
Heill«

The few foreign correspondents who had taken the trouble to view this “symbolic
act” were stunned. What had happened to the “Land of Thinkers and Poets?” they
wondered.

Louis P. Lochner (1887-1975) witnessed the May 10, 1933 book burning in Berlin when he
was stationed there as head of the Associated Press Bureau, a position he held from 1921 to
1941. He was awarded the 1939 Pulitzer Prize for his reporting from Germany. When war



broke out between the United States and Germany, he was held at Bad Nauheim for five

months with other Americans, some also correspondents.t

The report listed above is extracted from his introduction to the 1948 publication of The
Goebbels Diaries 1942-1943, which he edited and translated. Although an eyewitness
account, it is not a report sent to the AP at the time of the event. As recorded by Joy
Schaleben in her monograph, Lochner was under orders from the AP to report truthfully, but
to word his reports carefully so that the Germans would not expel him from the country.? The
references Lochner makes above to Goebbels’ “supreme wisdom,” “beer-hall fighters,”
“veritable Indian dances” and calling Goebbels “the little doctor” would not have been sent
over the wire. Earlier on the evening of the book burning Lochner attended a gathering for
foreign press at the Russian embassy, which was near the bonfire location, so he may not
have attended the bonfire with the purpose of filing a report.® The AP’s official history of its
operations in Germany reports that Lochner witnessed the book burning in Berlin but does
not specifically state that he reported it.* A search of multiple newspaper archive databases

has not found a story on the topic with Lochner’s byline.

Although Lochner refers to the students as being “mobilized” by Goebbels, later research
has shown that the burnings, of which there were many across Germany, were organized
independently by student groups. In his biography of Goebbels, Helmut Heiber writes that
the burnings “seem to have occurred on the initiative of students who had been egged on by
Nazi propaganda,” and that “In his struggle to attain the throne of brown culture Goebbels
could not refuse to give high praise to the youthful comrades and to consecrate their act by
his presence, albeit belated and fleeting.”® J.M. Ritchie writes in “The Nazi Book-Burning”
that the burnings were the work of students and that “the Reich Propaganda Ministry seems

to have agreed to participate only at a fairly late stage.”®
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Lochner’s letters reveal that he visited the “students’ house” (dormitory) where the materials
for the burning were collected. Both Lochner’s letters and newspaper accounts make
particular note of items seized from an Institute of Sexual Science. The London Times noted
that “The destruction of books on sex by Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld and other books classified as
‘obscene’ and ‘trash’ will cause no regret to the great majority of Germans.”’ The New York
Times mentions photos and pamphlets from Dr. Hirschfeld’s “so-called Institute of Sexual
Science.”® In a letter to family Lochner only reports on the photos from Hirschfeld’s
institute, which were “of lads and ladies who forgot to put their clothes on.” He writes that
the students would “study them most intently — but then after having feasted their eyes on the
sight, they’d suddenly, with a disgusted shrug of the shoulder . . . throw the pictures back on

the pile.”®

This excerpt from his introduction to the Diaries is currently posted on the German History
in Documents and Images website and has been published in college textbooks in Great

Britain and America.
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This is a different edition than the one used for this essay. The GHDI excerpt does not
include Lochner’s final lines regarding the foreign correspondents being “stunned.”
There are also two differences in wording between the two editions. The Greenwood
reprinting used for this exploration reads “a cavalcade of cars hove into sight” and
“’Fellow students, German men and women!” he [Goebbels] said as he stepped before a
microphone. ..” The GHDI quotes read “a cavalcade of cars drove into sight” and
‘“’Fellow students, German men and women!’ he [Goebbels] cried as he stepped before a
microphone. ..” (Italics mine.) There may also be an error in page numbers in the GHDI
citation, as the relevant excerpt is on pages 17-18 in the Greenwood edition, but listed by
GHDI as 177-80 in their source, which are similar digits but would be much further into

the volume.
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