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Kristallnacht, also known as the Night of Broken Glass, unfolded on the night of November 
9 and 10, 1938, marking a horrifying turning point in the persecution of Jews during the 
Nazi era in Germany. Triggered by the assassination of German diplomat Ernst vom Rath 
by a young Polish Jew named Herschel Grynszpan, the Nazis exploited this event as a 
pretext to unleash a violent pogrom against Jewish communities. 

On the morning of November 9, a wave of anti-Jewish violence erupted across Germany 
and Austria. Synagogues were vandalized, set on fire, and destroyed. Thousands of 
Jewish businesses and homes were ransacked, looted, and damaged. The streets were 
littered with shards of glass from broken windows, hence the name “Kristallnacht” or the 
Night of Broken Glass. 
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The violence extended beyond property destruction, as countless Jews were physically 
assaulted, and many lost their lives. Jewish men were arrested and sent to concentration 
camps, foreshadowing the more systematic and organized horrors that would later 
characterize the Holocaust. 

Kristallnacht marked a drastic escalation in the persecution of Jews, revealing the true 
extent of the Nazis’ anti-Semitic agenda. The event was met with international 
condemnation, but it also highlighted the world’s collective failure to intervene effectively 
against the rising tide of Nazi brutality.  

ON NOVEMBER 15, 1938, FOR EXAMPLE, PRESIDENT FRANKLIN 
ROOSEVELT RESPONDED TO KRISTALLNACHT BY READING “A 
STATEMENT TO THE MEDIA IN WHICH HE HARSHLY 
DENOUNCED THE RISING TIDE OF ANTI-SEMITISM AND 
VIOLENCE IN GERMANY. HE ALSO RECALLED HUGH WILSON, 
HIS AMBASSADOR TO GERMANY. 

DESPITE ROOSEVELT’S CONDEMNATION OF THE NAZI 
VIOLENCE, THE UNITED STATES REFUSED TO EASE THE 
IMMIGRATION RESTRICTIONS IT THEN HAD IN PLACE, 
CONSTRAINTS THAT PREVENTED MASSES OF GERMAN JEWS 
FROM SEEKING SAFETY IN AMERICA. ONE REASON WAS 
ANXIETY OVER THE POSSIBILITY THAT NAZI INFILTRATORS 
WOULD BE ENCOURAGED TO LEGALLY SETTLE IN AMERICA. 

A MORE OBSCURED REASON WAS THE ANTI-SEMITIC VIEWS 
HELD BY VARIOUS OFFICIALS IN THE U.S. STATE DEPARTMENT. 
ONE SUCH ADMINISTRATOR WAS BRECKINRIDGE LONG, WHO 
WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR CARRYING OUT POLICIES RELATING 
TO IMMIGRATION, WRITES THE HISTORY CHANNEL. 

LONG TOOK AN OBSTRUCTIONIST ROLE IN GRANTING VISAS 
TO EUROPEAN JEWS, AND MAINTAINED THIS POLICY EVEN 
WHEN AMERICA ENTERED WORLD WAR II AFTER THE 1941 
JAPANESE ATTACK ON PEARL HARBOR, HAWAII. 
The aftermath of Kristallnacht set the stage for further atrocities against the Jewish 
population, ultimately leading to the systematic genocide of six million Jews during the 
Holocaust. 

Kristallnacht emerged as an ominous prologue to the unfathomable atrocities that would 
engulf the world during World War II. It served as a haunting reminder of the perilous 
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consequences when hatred is allowed to fester unchecked, and discrimination transforms 
into widespread violence and inhumanity. The shards of broken glass from that fateful 
night not only littered the streets but also shattered the facade of humanity’s collective 
conscience. Kristallnacht was not merely a historical event; it was a chilling precursor.  

 


