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Introduction

��

What is this Book About?

Perspectives

On 3 January 1941, 86-year-old Max Kulies left  his apartment in the south-
ern Berlin neighborhood of Kreuzberg and set off  for the District Court in 
Wedding in the north. There he asked for the wholesale feather business 
he had run for sixty-six years to be removed from the commercial reg-
ister.1 For almost four years Kulies had been engaged in a dispute with 
offi  cials at the Industrie und Handelskammer (IHK; Chamber of Industry 
and Commerce) and the District Court, batt ling the authorities’ att empts 
to dissolve his business—his life’s work.2 The tenacity of this Jewish busi-
nessman and the success he had—albeit temporary—serve as a fi rst key 
point of reference in this book. Research all too oft en depicts Jewish busi-
nesspeople in Nazi Germany solely as passive victims, seen only in the 
light of the predictable, violent end to their commercial activities. It is time 
to correct this shortsightedness, which historian Frank Bajohr criticized 
over ten years ago, and to ask how Kulies managed to stave off  the liqui-
dation of his business for so long.3 Was this elderly gentleman an excep-
tion, or were there other businesspeople in other trades who managed 
to hold on to their enterprises or fi rms even aft er the “Night of Broken 
Glass” in 1938, the three-day-long pogrom that historians generally agree 
marked the end of Jewish commercial activity? What strategies did these 
people pursue? Did they demonstrate solidarity toward one another? Did 
such a thing as a Jewish economic sector develop in Berlin aft er 1933? If so, 
which institutions supported it? To answer these questions, the structure 
of Jewish business activity in Berlin around 1933 needs to be considered. 
To return once again to Kulies, it is worth exploring how many Jewish 
feather wholesalers there were in Berlin in 1933. In what other economic 
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sectors, streets, and districts were Jewish owned businesses represented? 
Did the structure and type of Jewish commercial activity in the capital 
of the German Reich diff er from that of other large Jewish communities 
on the one hand and what role did Jewish entrepreneurs play in Berlin’s 
economy on the other?

In our present-day modern society based on the division of labor, busi-
nesses are an organized form of human coexistence. Exercising a trade is 
a way to make a living and to acquire property that has become a central 
reference point in our legal thinking and sense of justice. In this respect, 
business cannot be regarded in isolation from society’s basic framework. 
This brings us to the second methodological approach taken in this book. 
Before we can begin to analyze Jewish owned businesses, we fi rst need 
to reconstruct the relevant socioeconomic framework data. This involves 
briefl y outlining the context—i.e., political and economic developments in 
Berlin at the time. The process of deliberate destruction of Jewish commer-
cial activity that fully began in 1933 “represents the most radical and as 
such the most ‘successful’ change in the direction of the economy,” states 
the historian Ludolf Herbst.4 This analysis places the processes that are 
the focus of this book in a broader context and indicates that, in this case, 
“success” is an exceptionally complex category.5 What were the goals of 
this radical destructive process? Who were the perpetrators? How violent 
was it? What role did administrative measures play in the destruction of 
Jewish commercial activity in Berlin? How did non-Jewish customers, col-
leagues, and the general public react to the persecution of Jews? Did they 
try to benefi t from it, did they demonstrate solidarity, or did they simply 
sit tight? How many Jewish owned businesses were openly forced into liq-
uidation; how many of them were taken over by non-Jews, and when did 
this happen? This book sets out to contribute to research on the destruc-
tion of Jewish business in Germany by answering these questions. In the 
wake of Bajohr’s pioneering study “Aryanization in Hamburg,” debates in 
Switzerland about old bank accounts and the extent of compensation and 
restitution of Jewish property, and studies on various major banks and 
large undertakings, a considerable amount of research on this subject has 
appeared in recent years.6 Even though the process was fi rst summarized 
in 2008 by Martin Dean,7 our picture is far from being complete. Hence, 
the goal of the book is to shed light on unanswered questions by taking 
a microhistorical approach to deepen understanding of the destruction 
of Jewish commercial activity in Nazi Germany. Berlin promises to be an 
especially interesting case study, not only because of the size of the local 
Jewish population in 1933, but also because it was in the Reich’s capital 
that, politically speaking, center and periphery overlapped.
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If, in addition, in the following pages a contribution can be made to-
ward bridging the division between economic and political history—a 
division also to be found in research into National Socialism—we must 
never lose sight of the specifi c fates of Jewish businesspeople. It is the hu-
man catastrophes rather than statistics that are pivotal to our understand-
ing of the process of the persecution and murder of the Jews in Europe, 
as Saul Friedländer showed in his incisive study.8 For Max Kulies, being 
forced to give up his business was, as he himself wrote, much more than 
an economic sacrifi ce. It was a “tragedy.”9 Businesses were not only an 
integral part of family tradition; those running them saw themselves as 
“ehrbare Kaufl eute,” reputable businesspeople, a term that implies a code of 
conduct and determined their perception of themselves. For many good 
will was more than a fi gure. A good reputation was priceless, and to see it 
destroyed was an immeasurable loss. Taking this suffi  ciently into account 
is the third perspective of this book.

This study focuses on small- and medium-sized businesses for three 
reasons. Firstly, these businesses made up the major share and backbone 
of Jewish commercial activity. Secondly, small- and medium-sized busi-
nesses were managed by a limited number of proprietors or partners. De-
cision making did not have to take place in committ ee, which allowed 
companies to react directly and immediately to changing circumstances. 
Thirdly, small- and medium-sized businesses were part of their environ-
ment in a way that large companies were not. This is best illustrated by 
the fact that the destruction of the business of larger Jewish companies, 
inasmuch as this was possible, was supervised by central bodies, the 
Reich ministries. An analysis of the fate of small- and medium-sized 
companies is therefore more likely to illustrate everyday socioeconomic 
patt erns of coexistence as well as the daily experience of persecution and 
self assertion. In contrast to a study of large enterprises, this allows for a 
more diff erentiated depiction of both processes. But to focus on small- and 
medium-sized companies does not mean that large undertakings should 
be ignored, since they were vital to the overall signifi cance of Jewish busi-
ness in the economic development of the German capital.

It is common knowledge that the persecution of Jews in Germany be-
gan long before 1933. The mid-1920s saw a marked rise in the number of 
att acks on businesses believed to be Jewish, in particular in smaller cities 
and the provinces.10 The extent to which this early anti-Semitism was felt 
in Berlin, however, still needs to be researched.11 For practical reasons, 
the core period I have examined begins in 1930, shortly before the Great 
Depression set in with full force, and ends in 1945, with only a brief look 
at the early postwar years and the launch of the restitution process, which 
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remains ongoing in Berlin and cannot therefore be evaluated yet. The his-
tory in particular of the early restitution that took place in Berlin, where 
the issue is especially interesting in the light of the division of the city, is 
currently the subject of a research project.12

The goal of my endeavours was not just to analyze a period of history, 
but also to document it. With few exceptions, the Jewish businesses that 
once existed in Berlin are forgott en and all traces of them have vanished 
from the cityscape. Yet the families involved have a right and German 
society the responsibility to know exactly where they were and what hap-
pened to them. This is why the basic data (the name of the company, its 
legal form, address, partners, managing director, sector, date of its entry 
in the commercial register and of its removal) relating to 8019 businesses 
regarded as Jewish have collected in the Database of Jewish Businesses in 
Berlin. In order to allow the general public access to this database, which 
also includes raw data on a further 44,000 businesses as well as sources 
and cross-references, it was made available to archive of the New Syna-
gogue Berlin—Centrum Judaicum Foundation and the Berlin State Archive 
in 2012. Ahead of the English edition of this book, the database was also 
given to Yad Vashem, Jerusalem, and the Leo Baeck Institute, New York. 
An excerpt of the database with reduced information on the companies 
identifi ed as Jewish can also be viewed at htt p://www2.hu-berlin.de/djgb.

Categories

The focus of this book is on small- and medium-sized Jewish owned busi-
nesses. How can we defi ne those entities? The Handelsgesetzbuch (HGB; 
German Commercial Code) defi nes commercial activity as any continu-
ing activity that is exercised for profi t. Commercial activities take place at 
two levels, which can to be distinguished semantically. The fi rst is that of a 
business, covering either a shop, an offi  ce, or manufacturing premises. The 
second is that of a fi rm, meaning an undertaking’s bureaucratic structure, 
consisting of its name and legal status. Defi ning small- and medium-sized 
businesses is more complex. The tricky sociological category “Mitt elstand” 
(mid-tier) has been deliberately avoided. Even at the time, the question of 
where to draw the line between large- and medium-sized companies was a 
controversial one. In general, the threshold was one thousand employees. 
However, given the dearth of information relating to the number of em-
ployees in many businesses in Berlin and the sheer number of companies 
to be taken into consideration, diff erentiation in simple but clear terms is 
required, so large undertakings are defi ned as all public limited compa-
nies and businesses with a partner or a managing director registered in the 
Reichshandbuch der deutschen Gesellschaft , the German “Who’s Who.”13
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While the diffi  culty regarding large companies is one of defi nition, 
the problem with smaller ones is a lack of source material. The structure 
of the surviving fi les, forced me to concentrate on businesses listed in the 
commercial register. However, business persons were only required to list 
their companies if they were substantial enough to necessitate commercial 
procedures. These were outlined in the HGB as double-entry bookkeeping, 
a requirement of regular auditing and the fi ling of copies of all outgoing 
communications. When defi ning a business, the rule of thumb employed 
in the 1930s by offi  cials at the Berlin IHK was whether the company’s in-
vestment or working capital amounted to at least 4000 reichsmarks and its 
annual profi ts at least 30,000 reichsmarks.14 This meant that 80 percent of 
all the companies were simply too small to leave traces in the commercial 
register. Quite apart from missing data, small businesses oft en fell through 
the administrative cracks. Many businesses were never on record because 
authorities were unaware of them or because their owners either did not 
want to register their business for reasons relating to tax or criminal liabil-
ity or persecution, or they simply never got around to it. In Pünktchen und 
Anton, Erich Kästner’s wonderful children’s novel published in 1931, the 
two young protagonists sell matches and shoelaces in the evening on the 
Weidendamm Bridge in Berlin and, as minors, would undoubtedly not 
have been able to apply for a trade license. Against that background, it is 
impossible to examine systematically all the small businesses operating 
in Berlin at the time. Nevertheless, wherever possible, I took them into 
account.

However diffi  cult it is to distinguish between small- and medium-sized 
businesses, it is even harder to defi ne “Jewish.”15 Businesses were oft en 
said to be Jewish if one of the owners or top managers was identifi ed as 
Jewish. This is illustrated particularly clearly by the case of Paul von Men-
delssohn-Bartholdy. He was the great-grandson of the German-Jewish 
Enlightenment philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, but his father’s family 
had been Protestant for more than two generations.16 This did not stop 
anti-Semites, such as the publishers of Sigilla Veri. Lexicon der Juden—Ge-
nossen und Gegner aller Zeiten und Zonen, an anti-Semitic encyclopedia of 
Jews, Jewish organizations, and practices, from denouncing Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy as Jewish.17 The renowned private bank Mendelssohn & Co., of 
which he was a partner, was also generally seen as a Jewish bank.18 As a 
member of its managerial board, Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, together with a 
member of the Warburg banking family from Hamburg, had taken over 
the chairmanship of the supervisory board of Deutsche Waren-Treuhand 
Gesellschaft  AG in 1920.19 Against the backdrop of increasing persecu-
tion, a meeting was held on 1 May 1933 to discuss the possible resignation 
of the supervisory board. The suggestion was rejected by Mendelssohn-
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Bartholdy on the grounds that he saw himself “as Aryan,” as Max War-
burg noted with some surprise.20 But while von Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 
explicitly defi ned himself as non-Jewish, he was stigmatized by his perse-
cutors as Jewish and consequently lost many of the positions he held on 
various supervisory boards before he died in May 1935. “One cannot be 
called Mendelssohn and not be Jewish,” sighed Eleonora von Mendels-
sohn aft er emigrating to New York.21

This att ribution made about anyone named Mendelssohn—that 
exists to this day22—applied to many other surnames too. In 1929 the 
publishers of the fi rst edition of the Jüdische Adressbuch (Berlin Jewish Di-
rectory) wrote in the preface that “the present-day anti-Jewish movement 
is clearly inclined … to designate anyone with a Jewish-sounding name 
as Jewish.”23 Similar assumptions were also made about certain fi rst 
names, and by no means only biblical ones. Even names such as “Sieg-
fried” were seen as “typically” Jewish.24 Moreover, there was a general 
suspicion that members of certain professions, such as banking, were nec-
essarily Jewish.25 The appearance of a surname widely considered Jewish 
at this time in a company’s name could have serious repercussions. Once 
again, the name “Mendels(s)ohn” lends itself as an example. Of twenty-
four companies listed under the name in Berlin’s commercial register in 
1933, six had been stroked off  by 1935, and nineteen by October 1938. 
By the summer of 1939, the only one that remained was Mendelssohn & 
Co., and even this had been in liquidation since the previous January.26 
Businesses operating under a name with Jewish connotations clearly 
faced far greater persecution than other companies. It can therefore be 
assumed that market participants at the time usually had preconceptions 
about “Jewish businesses,” oft en based on hearsay and only a vague idea 
of what supposedly constituted a Jewish name. The latt er is illustrated 
by an article that appeared in Das Schwarze Korps, the offi  cial newspa-
per of the SS, in November 1937, as a correction to a report about “the 
fl ourishing Jewish trade in Hitler postage stamps.” It referred to having 
mentioned the “Levys, Salomons and Gutt manns who had once again 
spott ed a business opportunity,” and went on, “As it happens, there is 
indeed a postage stamp wholesaler we were not familiar with called Paul 
Gutt mann in Hamburg … whose owner is a member of the party [the 
NSDAP, CK]. We were not of course referring to him in our remarks, 
which were general comments relating to Jewish traders.”27 The extent to 
which hearsay, att ributions, and assumptions led to persecution and vio-
lence cannot be academically measured. But it is inherently obvious that 
persecution could oft en be based on subjective criteria and that, in retro-
spect, the term “Jewish” in the given context can be understood solely to 
mean “persecuted as Jewish.”28
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In fact, for a considerable amount of time, the Nazi regime itself strug-
gled to arrive at a standard defi nition of a “Jewish business.” For a while it 
relied on trial and error: the decision lay with authorities within the party 
or the local administration, and it was left  to the businesses involved to de-
fend themselves. Initially, in the absence of alternatives, state authorities 
apparently referred to the extensive defi nition laid out in the First Regula-
tion to the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, intro-
duced on 11 April 1933. Thereunder a person was deemed “non-Aryan” 
if at least one grandparent had been member of a Jewish congregation. 
Yet the First Regulation to the Reich Citizenship Law, introduced in No-
vember 1935, stated that “a Jew is anyone who is descended from two 
fully Jewish grandparents.”29 While interpretation of the term “Jewish” as 
applied to natural persons thus was subject to modifi cation, a defi nition of 
“Jewish business” was only published with the introduction of the Third 
Regulation to the Reich Citizenship Law in June 1938.30

Using the jargon of the Nazi perpetrators at the time, historians have 
continued to term the processes discussed here as “Aryanization,” claim-
ing that there was “no alternative.”31 However, the term became politi-
cally charged in the mid-1990s and has been employed in research in so 
many diff erent ways and to such infl ationary eff ect that it has lost any 
possible analytical usefulness. Even at the time, it was controversial and 
loosely defi ned.32 In August 1937, Das Schwarze Korps asked polemically, 
“What does it mean to say that a company has been Aryanized? Is it Aryan 
or non-Aryan? According to common parlance, it is non-Aryan, because 
something gold-plated is not gold, something electrifi ed is not electric, 
and anything that has been Aryanized is essentially Jewish but has been 
given an Aryan whitewash. The word ‘Aryanized’ is a typically Jewish 
invention and amounts to Aryan camoufl age.”33 As a matt er of fact, the 
term’s bureaucratic usage began relatively late. In the mid-1930s the 
term oft en used was “Gleichschaltung” (forcible bringing into line), which 
placed the process in the context of the Nazis seizure of vast state power. 
In 1938/39 the IHK applied the term “Aryanization” only to the sale of 
Jewish businesses to non-Jews, while describing the overall process of not 
only the sale but also the liquidation of Jewish businesses as “Entjudung,” 
or de-Jewifi cation. Thus, the use of the term “Aryanization” suggests that 
all Jewish businesses were taken over by non-Jews. But as will be shown 
in chapter 7 this was by no means the case.

Hence, “Aryanization” and “de-Jewifi cation” are used only as pri-
mary source terms in this book. Instead, I employ the terminology estab-
lished in a research project on the history of the Commerzbank, presented 
in 2004. I refer to the “destruction of the economic existence of Jews” 
to cover the entire process, with reference to Raul Hilberg’s pioneering 
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analysis of the process of “the Destruction of the European Jews.” Inter-
estingly, Alfred Wiener—the founder of the Wiener Library—described 
the process in almost identical terms in October 1936. Moreover, the 
“Deutschland-Berichte der Sozialdemokratischen Partei Deutschlands,” 
or “Sopade” (Germany Reports of the German Social Democratic Party in 
Exile), shortly thereaft er also used the phrase the “destruction of Jewish 
professional and commercial life.”34

The destruction of the economic existence of Jews than can be divided 
into several overlapping processes: the expropriation and confi scation of 
assets of Jews, the expulsion of Jewish workers from offi  ces, businesses, 
and practices, and the destruction of Jewish commercial activity. The third 
category consisted of either the liquidation or the sale of businesses to 
non-Jews, which is understood here only as a transfer of possession. The 
reason for this is a semantic distinction refl ected in case law, albeit in re-
fi ned terms. According to the German Civil Code, a possessor is the per-
son who has actual control of a thing. An owner, on the other hand, is 
exclusively the person to whom the thing belongs in law. Describing the 
process as a transfer of possession underscores the fact that the person ac-
quiring the thing has done so against the will of the owner. The seller who 
has been forced to sell remains the legal owner. Aft er all, this retention of 
title played a key role in restitution claims.35 

“Boycott ” is another term hĳ acked by the Nazis. In its original mean-
ing, a boycott  is a political, non violent means, by way of ostracizing or 
refusing to buy from persons boycott ed, of forcing them to change their 
behavior. But since the Nazis, their accomplices, and fellow-travelers were 
neither non violent, nor seeking to bring about a change in the behavior 
of those they were boycott ing but rather deliberately to destroy Jewish 
commercial activity, the term should only be used with caution, as a pri-
mary source term. Even the Reich-wide “boycott ” of 1 April 1933 was not 
a boycott  in the true sense, but a racist blockade—or embargo.36

It is a basic premise of this book that those whose businesses were 
threatened defended themselves and developed strategies to mitigate the 
eff ects of those threats and even, temporarily, to stave them off . In this 
case “strategy” is taken to mean deliberate eff orts based on analysis of the 
prevailing conditions. When conditions change, strategies are modifi ed. If 
the changes are too drastic, it can lead to the abandonment of the strategy. 
This can of course happen if the path chosen proves unsuccessful. Using 
the term “strategy” in this case does not therefore imply that any deliber-
ately chosen tactic was successful or held prospects of success.

I have att empted to use commercial terminology as litt le as possible in 
order to make this book more readable. However, it is essential to specify 
the legal forms of businesses precisely. A sole trader or one-person busi-
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ness, therefore, was and is a business run by a sole proprietor with un-
limited liability. A general partnership (off ene Handelsgesellschaft , oHG) 
consists of at least two partners with unlimited liability, while a limited 
partnership (Kommanditgesellschaft , KG) consists of both general part-
ners with unlimited liability and partners liable up to the amount of their 
contribution. Nineteenth-century Germany also saw the development of 
the public limited corporation (Aktiengesellschaft , AG) and limited liabil-
ity company (Gesellschaft  mit beschränkter Haft ung, GmbH), as well as 
the rare partnership limited by shares (Kommanditgesellschaft  auf Aktien, 
KGaA), which is a hybrid. While partners, or shareholders, in GmbHs and 
AGs are liable only up to the extent of their contribution, KGaAs have 
both simple shareholders and partners with unlimited liability.

State of Research

Although research on the destruction of Jewish commercial activity in the 
German Reich has progressed in leaps and bounds in recent years, there has 
never been a defi nitive study specifi cally focused on Berlin, despite the ex-
ceptional status of the city. Previously, research has been restricted to ma-
jor Berlin businesses37 and well-known families,38 whose members have, 
from time to time, published their own memoirs.39 Small- and medium-
sized Jewish businesses, with just a few exceptions, have long been ig-
nored,40 although individual cases are scatt ered throughout various studies 
on the history of Jews in Berlin’s diff erent districts.41 Not even the publi-
cation in 2007 of the collection “Arisierung” in Berlin managed to close this 
gap. Despite its title, it was conceived not as an exhaustive study but as a 
collection of case studies.42 However, given Berlin’s paramount economic 
signifi cance, businesses in the city were referred to in comprehensive sur-
veys of the destruction of Jewish commercial activity—especially in the 
pioneering works of Avraham Barkai and Helmut Genschel,43 as well as in 
recent studies on specifi c company histories.44 In particular, Dieter Ziegler 
closely examined the expropriation of certain medium-sized Jewish busi-
nesses in Berlin in the light of the role played by the Dresdner Bank.45 Sub-
sequent to Ingo Köhler’s research, published as The Aryanization of Private 
Banks in the Third Reich,46 Henning Medert produced an in-depth analysis 
of Jewish presence in the Berlin stock exchange, also in the context of the 
research project this book is based on.47 As a preliminary report to our re-
search project we presented the exhibition “Final Sale. The End of Jewish 
Owned Businesses in Nazi Berlin.”48

The persecution of Jews in Berlin, especially post-1938, has been 
researched in meticulous detail, thanks to work by Wolf Gruner, Beate 
Meyer, and Hermann Simon.49 Moreover, Martin Friedenberger completed 
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a pioneering analysis of the expropriation of Jewish assets by fi nancial au-
thorities.50 Yet, as Berlin was all too oft en used as a mere cipher and not 
as a research topic, it wasn’t until 2013 that a comprehensive study of the 
history of Berlin during the Nazi period was published.51 A few exceptions 
aside, such as the cases of the art trade and real estate companies,52 the 
economic development of Berlin during this time frame has not yet been 
analyzed in depth.53 Although this study is, of course, a contribution to an 
economic history of Berlin, a lack of detail led to diffi  culties in making any 
statements on the specifi cs of the entirety of Jewish businesses compared 
to non-Jewish businesses.

What is the Study Based On?

A fi eld of research this extensive inevitably relies on many sources. Of the 
information available, fi le records of medium-sized, not to mention small, 
Jewish businesses and personal testimony from Jewish businesspersons 
are the absolute exception. The Jewish Museum in Berlin has some bun-
dles of fi les, but they are not complete, just small donations and legacies. 
The same applies to the archive of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York. In-
terviews with eyewitnesses, such as those stored in the Shoah Foundation 
Institute’s Visual History Archive, have only limited evidential value. The 
people interviewed in the 1990s were generally the children of business-
persons with litt le knowledge of their parents’ fi rms.54 Unfortunately, few 
records have survived of Jewish private banks that would have shed light 
not only on the banking business but also on other Jewish businesses. A 
modest collection concerning Mendelssohn & Co. in the Berlin State Li-
brary55 and fi les on M. M. Warburg & Co.’s Berlin business kept by the 
Hamburg-based private bank in the Warburg Archive Foundation in 
Hamburg are exceptions.

On the one hand there are structural reasons for the lack of records 
relating to Jewish businesses. The records of small- and medium-sized 
businesses are and were generally rarely retained longer then needed for 
tax reasons. On the other hand, given the circumstances that put an end to 
businesses run by Jewish entrepreneurs in Germany, the loss of company 
records appears inevitable. In Berlin it was common practice to refer liq-
uidators who were legally obliged to store company books for ten years 
to trust companies. In January 1939 the IHK had to admit that this proce-
dure was not feasible. However, plans to create a central archive for the 
records of liquidated Jewish businesses were never implemented. It must 
therefore be assumed that these records were destroyed.56 In fact, litt le of 
note survived even regarding businesses that passed into the hands of 
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non-Jews. In most cases existing fi les were handed over to the new owners 
but, since fi les could have been used as incriminating evidence against 
them, they were rarely inclined to keep them. Even when new owners did 
take over existing fi les, they oft en ended up being destroyed in bombings 
along with the premises they were kept in.

While only remnants of the fi les of Jewish businesses have survived, 
the archives of Berlin’s Jewish congregation are similarly “fragmentary.”57 
Important insights into the processes in question from the perspective 
of the victims can, however, also be gained from the documents of the 
Central-Verein deutscher Staatsbürger Jüdischen Glaubens (Central As-
sociation of German Citizens of Jewish Faith) at the Russian Federation 
Military Archive (RGVA), which is also partially available on fi lm at the 
Central Archive for the History of the Jewish People in Jerusalem, as well 
as the collection of the Reichsvereinigung der Juden in Deutschland (Reich  
Association of Jews in Germany) in the German Federal Archive. In addi-
tion, I also examined the collection of the economic expert, Cora Berliner, 
of the Reich Association, at the Leo Baeck Institute in New York, the eye-
witness accounts recorded by the Wiener Library, London, in its database 
“Testimonies to the Holocaust,”58 and essays submitt ed in a competition 
organized by the Harvard University.59

Clearly, the fragmentary information available needed to be supple-
mented by alternative sources. The starting point was the history of per-
secution. The destruction of Jewish commercial activity was organized in 
a collaborative bureaucratic process that is bound to leave traces in fi les. 
However, there is also a lack of contemporary overviews of the “Altre-
ich,” of the sort that have been handed down as regards Austria.60 More-
over, key documents were destroyed in Berlin, including the records of 
the Nazi Party’s Gau economic advisers, of trade licensing offi  ces,61 and 
of almost all tax offi  ces.62 This was the result of instructions issued by the 
Reich Economics Ministry on 16 February 1945, which stated that fi les on 
“de-Jewifi cation” should not be allowed to fall into “enemy hands” and 
should therefore be destroyed “in case disposal of the fi les is impossible 
on account of unexpected invasion by the enemy.”63 Against that back-
drop, the Berlin police headquarters announced on 9 March 1945 that 
the fi les should be stored together on offi  cial premises in the district of 
Schöneberg.64 Shortly aft er, the mayor ordered the destruction of “numer-
ous fi les concerning the Aryanization of Jewish businesses so as to avoid 
their falling into Russian hands.”65 As well as the loss of the bulk of the ad-
ministrative fi les in question, the fi les of the IHK in Berlin are also missing. 
Its main headquarters at Dorotheenstraße 8 survived the war relatively 
unscathed, but only a few remnants of its fi les could be traced in German 
archives. It seems that the majority of the fi les disappeared aft er 1945 and 
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that at least some were transported in 1945–1946 to the military archive in 
Tbilisi, Georgia.

Due to the lack of other sources, the fi les of the commercial register 
were of crucial importance. These date back to mediaeval guild registers.66 
The boom in commerce and enterprises ushered in by the industrial revo-
lution made it necessary to standardize the register. Commercial registers 
were established on the basis of the General German Commercial Code, 
which entered into force in May 1861, in the states of the German Confed-
eration, which would collapse just a few years later. In Prussia the regis-
ters were kept by District Courts.67 While the function of the commercial 
register as a public record of local businesspeople in the various districts 
remains unchanged to this day, its structure has altered fundamentally 
over the course of time. Initially, legal agents were not listed with the com-
panies that had granted them their powers, but on a separate page of the 
register.68 It was only aft er the introduction of the HGB that the District 
Courts began in 1900 to link legal agents to their companies. For example, 
while the general banking partnership Mendelssohn & Co. and its mem-
bers were originally listed in the company index under tab number 5, the 
company’s legal agents, Hermann Döring and Arthur Fischel, were listed 
separately in the index under the numbers 7303 and 7579.69 In 1900, the 
private bank and its legal agents were fi led under the new number 1710 in 
section A (sole traders and partnerships).70

As it became apparent that the register was no longer up to date, the 
Reich Ministry of Justice ordered in September 1937 that it could be tran-
scribed onto new pages if that increased clarity.71 On the strength of that 
authority, the District Court in Berlin began examining and reentering 
all companies in the autumn of 1937. This involved the IHK writing to 
companies to inform them of the content of the register and to request 
them to check whether “the entry on the new register sheet corresponds 
to the previous entry and to the company’s current legal position.”72 If the 
company failed to respond and the owner, shareholders, or management 
could not be traced, the IHK concluded that the company no longer ex-
isted and applied for its removal from the register. There was a standard 
procedure for this. The deletion of a company from the register would be 
publicized, giving owners, shareholders, and creditors three months to 
object. If no objection was lodged, the company was defi nitively removed 
from the commercial register once the deadline passed. In 1937 and 1938 
such announcements took up considerable space in the state gazett e, the 
Deutscher Reichsanzeiger und Preußischer Staatsanzeiger.

Those businesses that were not deleted were ascribed new sheet num-
bers. These did not, however, constitute a new number series—the author-
ities continued to use the old numbering system. As of mid-August 1937, 
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when new companies in section A were given sheet numbers starting at 
85570 and companies in section B were given numbers from 50170, the 
subsequent numbers were allocated to existing companies that had been 
reentered. Companies were in principle examined on the basis of the old 
numbering, starting from the companies with low numbers and progress-
ing to those with high numbers. Mendelssohn & Co., for example, was 
allocated the number A 86750. When there was any change in the share-
holder structure that had to be reported, the company was given a new 
number while the authorities dealt with the case, resulting in signifi cant 
discrepancies between the date on which companies were founded and 
their number in the commercial register.

In order to satisfy a legal requirement that records had to be retained 
for a period of up to thirty years, the authorities fi led the individual re-
cords of companies removed from the register according to the year this 
occurred. However, entire years went missing as a result of various cir-
cumstances, such as relocation of offi  ces. By 1940, the fi les on companies 
removed from the register between 1922 and 1926 were missing from the 
commercial register’s records.73 Later, the fi les on those removed between 
1933 and 1935 were also lost. Aft er 1945, the register court maintained that 
this was due to the war,74 but it is possible that the fi les were simply left  
behind and forgott en when the court moved.75 Aft er World War II, the re-
maining fi les were kept in the District Court in Charlott enburg. Upon re-
quest, they were sent to Courts in East Berlin, where many then remained. 
Others were simply lost in transit through offi  cial channels.76 

In the mid-1990s, the commercial register fi les that had meanwhile 
been stored in the att ic of the District Court in Charlott enburg were sched-
uled to be disposed of, apart from fi les for the years 1936–1945, which 
were of vital importance for compensation claims. Files on companies re-
moved in the years 1950–1952 had already been destroyed when it was 
decided, in the wake of various protests, to hand over all the fi les to the 
Berlin State Archive, the Landesarchiv Berlin. When this had taken place 
it was apparent again that certain fi les had been disposed of without any 
fi xed criteria being applied—which makes scholarly assessment of this 
material very diffi  cult. Aft er this book had been writt en, the fi les stored in 
the District Court on companies removed from the register between 1936 
and 1945 were also handed over to the Landesarchiv, where they were 
given new index numbers.

Since 2004, the fi les of the Restitution Offi  ces of Berlin have also been 
kept in the Berlin State Archive and are online index currently being pre-
pared. Consisting of roughly 800,000 individual fi les, samples of the ma-
terial revealed that only a relatively small number of the fi les pertained 
to businesses, so the fi les were used primarily to shed light on the fates of 
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individuals.77 The fi les of the main tax administration in the State Archive 
were of enormous signifi cance, comprising as they did of extensive lists of 
Jewish businesses as well as fi les from the offi  ces of the chief of police and 
the mayor. The fi les of the public prosecutor’s offi  ce contained important 
information concerning the fates of individuals as well as the plundering 
that took place during the November pogrom.

The state ministries of Prussia, with the exception of the fi nance min-
istry, ceased to exist in 1934/35. However, since the trade and economics 
ministry in particular had been involved in the destruction of Jewish com-
mercial activity until that time its fi les were also examined in the Geheime 
Staatsarchiv, the Secret State Archives of the Prussian Cultural Heritage 
Foundation. As well as ministry fi les, the fi les of the Prussian higher inter-
mediate local authorities, kept in the Brandenburgische Landeshauptarchiv, 
the Brandenburg State Archive in Potsdam, were also of great importance. 
These include the inventory of the governor of the province and the Ober-
fi nanzpräsident (chief fi nance president). The latt er includes an extensive 
collection of reports compiled by the “foreign-exchange inspector” as part 
of the review of Berlin businesses. The Potsdam archives also house the 
fi les of the Assets Exploitation Offi  ce, which reported to the chief of fi -
nance. These fi les, compiled in the course of the deportations, are surely 
among the most disturbing sources of information on the destruction of 
Jewish economic existence. But since deportation was the fi nal stage of 
this process, they shed litt le light on the deportees’ former commercial ac-
tivity. Moreover, the Brandenburg State Archive houses the remaining in-
ventory of the Berlin Chamber of Commerce and Industry as well, which 
was examined insofar as the fi les have been registered.

Of the fi les kept in the Federal Archive in Berlin, the Bundesarchiv, 
above all those of the Reich Economics Ministry, the Reich Chancellery, 
the Enemy Property Administration, the Berliner Handelsgesellschaft , the 
Deutsche Bank, and the Reichskreditgesellschaft  were examined. The fi les 
of the Nazi Party’s Reich Treasurer in addition aff orded a fragmentary 
account of the takeover of Jewish businesses approved by Berlin’s Nazi 
Party economic adviser in the year 1938. The fi les of the German Foreign 
Ministry’s Political Archive in Berlin also revealed important information 
on the fate of many Jews with foreign citizenship in Berlin. The Historical 
Archive of the Commerzbank, an index of Jewish-owned businesses poten-
tially “for sale,” compiled in the summer of 1938 by the Dresdner Bank, 
was also consulted. The compensation fi les of recent cases are still kept in 
the Entschädigungsamt (Berlin State Offi  ce for Citizens and Administra-
tive Matt ers) and supply valuable additional information. Clearly, such 
administrative stocks of records are not an archive and it was therefore 
impossible to view all 200,000 of its fi les—not least because the process 
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of restitution remains ongoing and many fi les are out of bounds for rea-
sons of data protection.78 In individual cases it was possible in addition 
to view the fi les of recent restitution cases in the Bundesamt für zentrale 
Dienst (Federal Offi  ce for Central Services and Unsett led Property Issues) 
in Berlin.

Aft er staff  at the District Court in Charlott enburg suggested that fur-
ther fi les might be found in one of the court’s warehouses housed in the 
basement of a former prison, I was also able to locate fi les on bankruptcies 
that corresponded to the commercial register fi les. But since these fi les 
were not indexed or in any condition that allows for systematic perusal, 
I was only able to examine a few samples. The same warehouse, how-
ever, also housed the Old Registration Records of Cooperatives, in which 
valuable register fi les for Berlin’s three Jewish cooperative banks could be 
tracked down. In the meantime bankruptcy and cooperative register fi les 
have been transferred to the Berlin State Archive, too.

I evaluated not only textual but also visual material. Although pho-
tographs are used all too oft en simply as illustration, they are also a fi rst-
class signifi cant source of information, helping us to grasp context and 
supplying valuable perspectives. One image taken by photographer Abra-
ham Pisarek, published in 1981 by Eike Geisel in the illustrated anthol-
ogy Im Scheunenviertel, shows a stall owned by the father of the historian 
Avraham Barkai. Although passersby partially block the view, the photo-
graph reveals that the stall, positioned in the entrance of Grenadierstraße 
32, consisted of litt le more than a small kitchen table, the space available 
suffi  cing merely for a few books and some rolled palm leaves sold for 
the feast of tabernacles.79 Specifi cally, I studied the photograph collections 
in the picture archive of the Foundation of Prussian Cultural Heritage, 
the Centrum Judaicum, the Berlin State Archive, and the databases of the 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and Yad Vashem.

Since economics are an integral part of public life—however this is 
defi ned—the history of businesses can always be traced to some extent 
by reference to reports published at the time. In 1966 Helmut Genschel 
demonstrated how much can be gained from a systematic examination 
of the contemporary press.80 Shortly thereaft er, David Schoenbaum pub-
lished a social history of the Third Reich in which he suggested that the 
struggles of medium-sized businesses were a matt er of public debate.81 
Along with various economic trade publications—in particular, the Mitt ei-
lungsblatt  der Industrie und Handelskammer zu Berlin and Die Deutsch e Volks-
wirtsch aft —I examined the newspapers Der Angriff , the Berliner Tageblatt , 
the Völkisch e Beobach ter, Das Sch warze Korps, and, repulsed, also Der Stür-
mer. I also examined the Berliner Lokalanzeiger and the Frankfurter Zeitung 
for coverage of specifi c events such as the “boycott ” and the November po-
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grom. The Jüdisch e Rundsch au and the Gemeindeblatt  der jüdisch en Gemeinde 
zu Berlin also proved useful. Since, however, censorship increasingly lim-
ited the actual news content of newspaper reporting, I also studied the 
Pariser Tageblatt  (Pariser Tageszeitung aft er 1936), the Washington Post, and 
the New York Times. It soon became apparent that the Times—which has 
never been used for such purposes before—was the best-informed news-
paper, publishing many detailed reports and insightful commentaries, all 
of which help shed light on the persecution of Jews in Berlin.82

How Was the Data Collected?

Database of Jewish Businesses in Berlin

The parlous state of the fi les made it necessary to fi nd a way to collate the 
scatt ered information and render it statistically manageable. The result 
was the Database of Jewish Businesses in Berlin, conceived as a frame-
work for describing Jewish businesses as fully as possible. Its design is 
based on the premise that all Jewish businesses underwent considerable 
changes against the background of persecution aft er 1933. Sooner or later 
they changed their names, their legal form, their owners, shareholders, 
and managers, or went into liquidation. These changes can be relatively 
easily identifi ed, since they were published in the Central Commer-
cial Register Supplement (Zentral Handelsregisterbeilage, ZHRB) of the 
Deutscher Reichsanzeiger und Preußischer Staatsanzeiger inter alia. The im-
portance of the Reichsanzeiger as a “fi rst-class source” was already stressed 
when the “International Biographical Dictionary of Central European 
Emigrés 1933–1945” was drawn up.83 However, its importance for eco-
nomic history has not yet been recognized,84 despite the fact that the Berlin 
Chamber of Industry and Commerce used it as a key source of informa-
tion. A printed index of all the companies entered in the Berlin commercial 
register existed prior to this date and had been published since 1864 on an 
annual basis by the Registry Court offi  cials. The sixty-seventh and fi nal 
edition in the series was published amid the turmoil of 1931.85 Supple-
ments continued to be published until December 1932 that, in conjunction 
with the printed directory, give a reasonably accurate picture of the status 
of the listed companies. Taking the printed index as a starting point, my 
research team and I continued to process all vital information from the Re-
ichsanzeiger until 31 December 1938. Aft er that we stopped fi ling new com-
panies into the database, since no new Jewish companies could be added 
to the Berlin commercial register aft er the Decree on the Exclusion of Jews 
from German Economic Life, which came into eff ect on 1 January 1939. 
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For 1941 and 1942 only information on companies deleted was taken from 
the Reich sanzeiger. Since, in Berlin, some forty companies were entered per 
day on over three hundred days of the year, the major incorporated com-
panies as well as municipal, state, Christian, and charitable undertakings 
were not taken into account in order to limit the amount of data. Nor were 
undertakings that solely administered a single house, on the ground that 
they were, strictly speaking, not commercial enterprises.

Identifi cation 

Compiling a record of all the changes to the Berlin commercial register 
inevitably also brought into focus companies defi ned according to the 
aforementioned criteria as Jewish. However, it was oft en impossible to tell 
from the central commercial register’s supplement alone which particular 
companies were specifi cally subject to persecution. Further sources were 
needed in order to identify those companies, such as the commercial reg-
ister’s fi les, which proved highly useful. Accelerated persecution and the 
introduction of a requirement that Jewish business names included the 
forenames of their owners was a painful signal. From the autumn of 1938 
onward, the fi les regularly explicitly mentioned the fact that a business or 
business person was regarded as Jewish. It would have nonetheless been 
a mistake to make register offi  cials’ notes or the use of a compulsory fore-
name—e.g., Israel or Sara—the sole criteria for identifying Jewish busi-
nesses. For example, if Jewish refugees in exile applied to have a company 
removed from the commercial register they did not, of course, have to use 
the compulsory forename. It was thus necessary, in the absence of conclu-
sive proof, to fi nd a workable compromise in order to avoid leaving out 
companies that were, in all probability, regarded as Jewish. I therefore also 
defi ned a company as Jewish if the commercial register fi le included a note 
on emigration and/or a compensation claim. Since, in particular, possible 
emigration was not always noted in the fi les of companies removed from 
the register prior to the autumn of 1938, these fi les were only consulted 
in individual cases, especially as the number of companies removed from 
the register in the years 1937 and 1938 was particularly high owing to the 
general revision of the register referred to above. 

Besides the commercial register’s fi les, information from other collec-
tions of fi les was systematically entered in the database whenever they 
contained clear evidence that specifi c companies were regarded as Jewish. 
That was the case, for instance, with the lists referred to above compiled 
by the Gau economic advisers, the commercial tax offi  ces, Dresdner Bank, 
the collections of the foreign exchange inspection reports of the chief fi -
nance president, and the index of members of Jewish cooperative banks. 
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The advantage of the latt er was the opportunity they aff orded to go be-
yond the defi nition otherwise used and to assume that these members 
identifi ed with the religious community, which was increasingly showing 
signs of being bound together by a shared destiny. The same applies to the 
printed lists of members of Jewish associations and societies, primarily the 
membership lists of the Association of Self-Employed Craft smen of the 
Jewish Faith, which were published annually from 1935 both as an inde-
pendent publication and in the Berlin Jewish Community’s newspaper,86 
while 1936 saw the publication of the Index of the Reich Association of 
Medium-Sized Jewish Businesses.87 Equally informative was the Directory 
of the Independent Order of B’nai B’rith, which also listed the organiza-
tion’s members’ professions and gave detailed information about the com-
panies of businesspersons.88 The handbook of the Cartel of Associations of 
German Students of the Jewish Faith similarly listed members who were 
businesspersons with their position within the company.89

My research team and I also studied advertisements in Jewish news-
papers, which became increasingly numerous aft er 1933.90 However, a 
standard advertisement was not enough to identify a company with any 
certainty as Jewish, because non-Jewish companies also took out ads in 
Jewish newspapers up until 1938.91 Thus businesses were only identifi ed 
in the database if they explicitly indicated their Jewishness, for example, 
by referring to membership of a Jewish association or a Jewish congre-
gation. In compiling the database we examined not only contemporary 
material but also a search list of Jewish successor organizations, created 
in 1954, through which information was provided on companies in re-
spect of which restitution claims had been lodged.92 We also processed 
Nazi newspapers—Der Angriff  and especially Der Stürmer—which shed 
light on which businesses the persecutors specifi cally targeted. Once Der 
Stürmer opened a Berlin offi  ce in the summer of 1935, it proceeded to com-
pile lists of Jewish businesses and regularly disparaged them.93

In ambiguous cases, the Jewish Directory for Greater Berlin proved 
to be a great help. In the 1931 version it lists some 65,000 persons,94 al-
though only the heads of households and many persons of the same 
name, so that it is impossible to extrapolate defi nitively who was a mem-
ber of the Jewish community or who later suff ered persecution as a Jew.95 
A defi nitive identifi cation was therefore only possible in cases when the 
private address of a businessperson listed in the Jewish Directory corre-
sponded to the address of the business, give or take a maximum of two 
street numbers. Usually, however, businesspeople in the main commercial 
hubs of Stadtmitt e and Kurfürstendamm no longer tended to live above 
their businesses. The result of these various factors is a certain imbalance. 
Nevertheless, the distortion is much less serious than it would be if every 
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company was automatically deemed to be Jewish if just one of its poten-
tial partners or managers was listed in the Jewish Directory. Apart from 
that directory, the Berlin Memorial Book of Jewish Victims of National 
Socialism was also a useful—albeit emotionally disturbing—aid in identi-
fying individuals and establishing their fate, as it lists the last residential 
addresses of deportees.96 Since research has rendered the information it 
contains in part out of date, I referred to the online version of the “Memo-
rial Book of the Federal Archives for the Victims of the Persecution of Jews 
in Germany (1933–1945)” as well.97

Scope of Data Collection

The number of businesses examined was immense. On the basis of the 
central commercial register supplements alone, 82,100 entries on approx-
imately 51,800 companies were made in the database. Some companies 
were listed more than once. These entries were supplemented with in-
formation from the printed index of companies listed in the commercial 
register, referred to in the database a total of 7521 times. Information from 
some 4100 commercial register fi les and some 3000 fi les of other prove-
nance was also included in the database. The database identifi es about 
1788 of the roughly 4500 businesses referred to in contemporary Jewish 
publications and membership lists, and another 612 that were named in 
Nazi publications. The search list of Jewish successor organizations yielded 
a total of 2691 matches. Studies on topics such as Jewish life in Berlin’s 
districts and Uwe Westphal’s study of dressmaking in Berlin led to the 
identifi cation of 1422 Jewish businesses, while Henning Medert’s research 
on Jewish participants in the Berlin Stock Exchange led to 826 hits. All in 
all, the database includes a total of 8019 Jewish businesses, 3604 of which 
were identifi ed on the strength of more than one source. In some cases 
identifi cation was verifi ed by up to nine separate sources.98

The scale of identifi cation was checked by reference to samples from 
commercial register fi les. Aft er all essential lists and indexes had been en-
tered into the database, fi les from fi ve randomly chosen, as yet unexam-
ined, shelves in the register on the top fl oor of the court in Charlott enburg 
from section 90 (Commercial register A, lett ers A–M) for year of removal 
1939 were entered. It transpired that of the 207 companies in the sample, 
147 were Jewish according to our criteria. Of these, 86 (i.e., 59 percent) had 
already been verifi ed by other sources. At the same time, assessment of 
the commercial register fi les enabled a further 61 businesses to be iden-
tifi ed in the sample alone. Since the inclusion of the commercial register 
fi les substantially boosted the scale of the data, it can be assumed that over 
60 percent of all Jewish businesses entered in the register were covered. 
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This is confi rmed by the following: the database includes 157 companies 
operating under the name Cohn that were liquidated or reregistered un-
der a new proprietor. It can be assumed that, in general, these businesses 
had been the subject of persecution. The database identifi es 105 (i.e., al-
most 68 percent) of those 157 businesses. With this in mind, my cautious 
estimate is that the database includes two-thirds of the businesses listed in 
the commercial register and persecuted as Jewish aft er 1933.

One of the reasons why many businesses could not, however, be iden-
tifi ed is that the historical documents used as reference were partly in-
accurate and incomplete. This is very well illustrated by a list drawn up 
at Police District No 17 in Invalidenstraße on 11 November 1938, which 
was handed over to the Reich Association of Jews. Police offi  cers recorded 
how many shop windows were destroyed during the pogrom. Since the 
police offi  cers were familiar with the businesses, they did not bother to 
record their full names. The company J. Pellot & Co. GmbH, for example, 
was listed simply as Pellot & Co. Many small errors crept into the list. 
W. Meyer, a purveyor of gentlemen’s requisites, appeared in the list as 
Mayer Herrensartikel, while the leather goods shop M. Rector appears as 
Recktor. These errors only become apparent when the list is compared to 
the offi  cial Berlin Directory, which itself was not free of errors and did not 
necessarily list all the residents of a given street. The police lists include 
three stores plundered in Brunnenstraße (Brenner Ladies Clothing, Hart-
mann Shoes, and Samosch Lingerie), which did not appear in the Berlin 
Directory.99 The same applies to the index of businesses listed in the Ber-
lin commercial register, which was over one thousand pages long. In this 
case, its authors themselves conceded that “it might contain inaccuracies 
because companies fail to inform the IHK and the register court when they 
move into new premises.”100
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