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1 Introduction 
In 1945, the Second World War (WW II) was lost and Germany in ruins. Also in 

East Frisia the war was directly present. Take for instance Emden, which was 

destroyed up to two-thirds.1 To reorganise Germany and to free the country from 

nazi-influence, the four victorious powers, Great Britain, USA, France and the 

Soviet Union, agreed at the Jalta Conference in February 1945 on splitting 

Germany up into four occupation zones.2 The separation came into force officially 

on the 5th of June.3 To be able to deal with the situation in East Frisia, it is 

important to know that it became part of the British occupation zone4, which 

consisted of the federal states Lower Saxony, North Rhine-Westphalia, 

Schleswig-Holstein and Hamburg.5 In the following I will deal with the British 

occupation of East Frisia between 1945 and 1949. In the course of this work I will 

especially take a closer look at the de-Nazification in East Frisia and answer the 

question if the de-Nazification really took place or if the former system was 

continued and the old elite kept their positions. 

To receive information on the topic, I did a lot of research in the library of Aurich 

(“Landschaftsbiliothek Aurich”) and searched for suitable documents and sources 

in the archive (“Staatsarchiv Aurich”). I chose this topic for my research paper 

because the time after the Second World War engraved the Germany we know 

today and the British occupation is a very interesting example to examine and 

establish a historical relation between East Frisia and Great Britain. Furthermore 

Bahlmann’s statement: “Today the picture of the de-Nazification in public is 

extensively stamped by experiences from the American zone. About the de-

Nazification in the British zone there are up to now few publications6” gave me 

incentive to find out more about this topic. During my research I noticed the large 

scale of the topic. This is the reason why I mainly concentrate on Esens, 

Wittmund and Aurich as examples for East-Frisian cities in the British occupation 

zone and on the work of the de-Nazification committees. 

 

2 The British occupation zone 

The British occupation zone, to which East Frisia belonged to, extended from the 

north to the South West of Germany and included today’s federal states Lower 
																																																								
1 Cf. MEYER, 1987, p. 2. 
2 Cf. bpb, 2008, p. 8. 
3 Cf. ROKAHR, 2010, p. 268. 
4 Cf. bpb, 2008, p. 8. 
5 Cf. MEYER, 1987, p. 2. 
6 Translation of: BAHLMANN, 
http://www.ostfriesischelandschaft.de/fileadmin/user_upload/BIBLIOTHEK/Ortsch
ronisten/Entnazifizierung_in_Ostfriesland.pdf, 2003.  
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Saxony, North Rhine-Westphalia, Schleswig-Holstein and Hamburg.7 During the 

occupation, East Frisia stood, like the Emsland and the Ammerland, under the 

control of the Canadian military, which was under British control. The military was 

responsible for the legislative and executive power, a commander, usually a 

major or lieutenant, had the power over an administrative district. To keep the 

German councils under surveillance, the “Secret Service“ was present too.8 The 

British military government was situated in Bad Oeynhausen, a city in North 

Rhine-Westphalia.9 

 

2.1 Living under British occupation  

The people’s daily life was dominated by British orders and instructions, which 

had different aims. Take for instance a message by the British commander-in-

chief, B.L. Montgomery, published on the 30th of May 1945 directed to the 

population of the British occupation zone. Decisive points of the order were the 

plan to provide the population with food, shelter and health and the demands: 

“The harvest must be gathered in. The traffic system has to be renewed. The 

post office must get under way. Certain institutions have to commence their 

work.”10 The provision of accommodation and vacancies on the job market were 

the most important aspects in dealing with the population’s situation. These 

orders were, despite their strong refusal in the German population, necessary to 

establish infrastructure and order in Germany again after WWII. Furthermore the 

German system was still marked by National Socialist influence. Many teachers, 

policemen, politicians and other high-ranked officers and civil servants had been 

former members of the NSDAP. This had to be changed by the British military as 

soon as possible for a democratic Germany.11  

During the British occupation, a ban on regional newspapers was also imposed. 

Only the “New Oldenburg Press”, as strictly censored by the military government, 

was published in the district of East Frisia12 This newspaper informed soldiers 

and German citizens “up-to-date about the progress of work”.13 Because of the 

complicated living conditions, coping with everyday life was very difficult. Thus, 

e.g. the school in Esens had been completely destroyed by an American bomb 

dropped in 1943, which was why the lessons had to be held in inns and in the fire 

device house. Besides, the closure of the rifle clubs in East Frisia was arranged. 
																																																								
7 Cf. bpb (addit), 2008, p. 8. 
8 Cf. MEYER, 1987, p. 2. 
9 Cf.	https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_occupation_zone, 24.02.2016 
10 Translation of: MONTGOMERY, 1945 
11 Cf. VOLLNHALS, 1991, p. 25 
12 Cf. ROKAHR, 2010, p. 268 
13 Translation of: MONTGOMERY,	1945 
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Sixteen local councillors had to be determined.14 In Esens, the Canadian Military 

was stationed.15 When they arrived in the city on the 8th of May 1945, the soldiers 

captured houses to use them for accommodation. “We had three hours to leave 

our house”,16 Johann Rodenbeck, who was thirteen at that time, reports. But 

apart from this experience, there were also many positive points concerning the 

Canadian Military. Gertrud Steffens remembers: “They gave us chocolate and 

chewing gum […] and for my father we got cigarettes. We have not been 

bothered by the Canadians in any case.”17 Three months later the de-Nazification 

by the British military began in the region of Aurich, on 8th of August, 1945.18 

 

3 De-Nazification in the British occupation zone especially in East Frisia  

To be able to talk about de-Nazification, it is first of all important to know what is 

meant by this term. The Oxford Dictionary gives this definition: “The process of 

bringing the leaders of the National Socialist regime in Germany to justice and of 

purging all elements of Nazism from public life, carried out especially between 

1945 and 1948.“19 The Britons took the Americans as a role model for de-

Nazification,20 they were however by far more calmed as you will see in the 

following paragraphs. Only citizens who were employed in an important public 

office or applied for it had to undergo the de-Nazification. In many cases they 

were replaced by a person selected by the British military. An impressive 

example is the mayor office in Esens. On the 26th of May 1945, the former mayor 

Heinrich Driesens was dismissed and the businessman Emil Thomsen 

appointed. Only a few weeks later, on the 6th of July, he was replaced by Peter 

Paulsen. The first democratic election of a mayor for Esens took place in March 

1946.21  

 

3.1 Aims of de-Nazification 

The first aim of the British Military Government in de-Nazification was the 

disbandment of the NSDAP and their structure. Furthermore a purge of the 

German education system and the dismissal of the old elite from high positions, 

																																																								
14 Cf. ROKAHR, 2010, p. 268 
15 Cf. BUISMANN, 2012, p. 20 
16 Translation of: RODENBECK in BUSMANN, 2012, p. 22 
17 Translation of: STEFFENS in BUISMANN, 2012, p. 20 
18 Cf. ROKAHR, 2010, p. 268 
19 http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/de/definition/englisch/denazification, 
24.02.2016 
20 Cf. BAHLMANN, 
http://www.ostfriesischelandschaft.de/fileadmin/user_upload/BIBLIOTHEK/Ortsch
ronisten/Entnazifizierung_in_Ostfriesland.pdf , 2003 
21 Cf. ROKAHR, 2010, p. 268 
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for example judges, priests, policemen, mayors or teachers, were necessary to 

restore a democratic Germany. The “Public Safety Branch”22 was responsible for 

carrying out the de-Nazification At first, the British military tried to reach these 

aims without  participation of the German population, but when they realized the 

big dimension of the task, they ordered to install so called 

“Entnazifizierungsausschüsse”.23 I will take a closer look on this topic later. 

 

3.1.1 Reeducation 

One important aim of the British military government was the reeducation of the 

German population and pupils, that included the dismissal of teachers who were 

former members of the NSDAP and a review of the education material. Old 

schoolbooks were replaced by new ones. Every Nazism, Racism or Militarism 

had to be removed, what challenged the British military government a lot.24 

Because of shortage of paper after World War 2, the production of books and 

magazines was very reduced, what resulted in a low number of new 

schoolbooks. To avoid risks concerning history lessons, this subject was deleted 

from the curriculum for primary schools. Julius Posener, the author of the book 

“In Deutschland 1945 bis 1946”, sees the British reeducation in Germany very 

critical and describes it as a failure and basically negative. He also points out that 

in fact there was enough paper for forms and questionnaires for de-Nazification 

but not for education.25 In December 1946, the federal states received the 

responsibility for reeducation what weakened the British influence a lot.26 

 

3.2 Measures for de-Nazification 

From spring 1945 to January 1946, the British military government followed 

mainly the American guidelines to denazify East Frisia. But nevertheless there 

were differences in their aims. Other than the Americans’ goal, that was to free 

their whole occupation zone from National Socialism, the British military 

concentrated more on the creation of an operative administration free from Nazi-

influence.27 The most important order of the British military concerning de-

Nazification was order number 3, that included important aspects for de-

Nazification until 1946. For instance, every civil servant who had been employed 

before 1938 holding a higher position was obliged to fill in a questionnaire about 

																																																								
22 Cf. VOLLNHALS, 1991, p. 24. 
23 Cf. NLA AU Rep. 250/1 Nr. 127. 
24 Cf. POSENER, 2001, p. 49. 
25	Cf. POSENER, 2001, p. 50.	
26 Cf. NASSUA, 2005, p. 26. 
27 Cf. BAHLMANN, 2002, p. 186. 
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his  “Nazi Party affilations”, “Nazi auxiliary organization activities”, “employment”, 

“income”, “military service”, “travel abroard” and “political affilitations”.28 The 

“Public Safety Branch” decided afterwards on the category the affected had to be 

put in. Until 1946 the categories were: compulsory removal (1.), discretionary 

removal (2.) and no objections (3.). Later the categories III, IV and V were added, 

what made the classification system more specific.29 However, the staff that was 

responsible for these decisions in the purge process made only very slow 

progress. Owing to that, Montgomery demanded an acceleration of the purge 

process on the 6th of August 1945: “The most energetic steps will be taken to 

accelerate the de-Nazification process, even though this may entail some 

retardation of reconstruction in the civil administration.“30 To fulfil the order, the 

military government demanded the creation of the de-Nazification committees in 

Germany.  

 

3.3 Creation of de-Nazification committees  

In December 1945, the creation of advisory de-Nazification committees in the 

British occupation zone had been laid out through Instruction No. 28.31 In January 

1946 this was passed on to East Frisia. In a note to all mayors of the district of 

Aurich, the administrative head of the district ordered to arrange a de-Nazification 

committee in every municipality which had to “consist of 3 to 4 […] in the rural 

community and of 5 to 6 members in the city of Aurich”.32 Conditions to become 

member of a de-Nazification committee were membership of the district council, 

to be an anti-Nazi and to be able to pass an objective sentence.33 In February 

1946, when new guidelines for de-Nazification were released, the Military 

Government published orders for new committees. This is easily explained, using 

the city Norden as example. The committees were the de-Nazification court, 

which selected the members of the de-Nazification committees, the de-

Nazification committees and the examination board, that was responsible for the 

examination of special cases. The de-Nazification committees were divided into a 

number of subdivisions with special competences. The public and business 

sectors in Norden, that had to be investigated cleaned, were for example 

management, local authorities, post offices, judiciary, farmers etc.34 From March 

1946 on, the committees began with their work. District committees for the region 

																																																								
28 BUISMANN, 1945. 
29 Cf. VOLLNHALS, 1991, p. 25. 
30 MONTGOMERY, 1945. 
31 Cf. VOLLNHALS, 1991, p. 26. 
32 Translation of: NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127. 
33 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127. 
34 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127. 
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of East Frisia were for example placed in Aurich and Wittmund. In Esens a 

subcommittee was situated.35  

 

3.3.1 Constitution and members 

The district de-Nazification committee in Aurich consisted of sixteen men from 

different job categories and different political parties.36 To join the committee, you 

had to fulfill some requests. “You have been selected with two ideas in mind. 

Firstly, that you are not merely Non-Nazis, but that you are Anti-Nazis. Secondly, 

that you are a well balanced body- representing a variety of interests, with local 

knowledge, and, above all, men of integrity, who will be fair and just and fearless 

in your recommendation”,37 the military Government made clear in a letter to the 

de-Nazification panel in Aurich. Although the members did not have to fill in a 

questionnaire, they were examined by the de-Nazification court.38  Especially in 

East Frisia it was common that de-Nazificated persons and members of 

committees knew each other. The cases of citizens of Esens were investigated 

by the de-Nazification committee in Wittmund, where members from Esens were 

employed, too. Because of that anonymity during the process was not possible.39  

 

3.3.2 Responsibilities and duties 

The de-Nazification committees were an advisory authority only for the British 

Military and were mainly responsible for categorisation.40  “It is up to you to see 

that the Kreis is purged of those man and women who have helped to bring 

Germany and the world to its present state of chaos”,41 the Military Government 

in Aurich wrote to the de-Nazification panel on the 24th of April 1946. To purge 

the district of Aurich, the panel was obliged to remove all “Nazis and militarists 

[…] from all positions of responsibility, power and privilege”.42 To fulfil their job, 

members of different committees had to hand over the investigated persons 

questionnaires. First of all teachers and public administration employees were 

																																																								
35 Cf. BAHLMANN, 
http://www.ostfriesischelandschaft.de/fileadmin/user_upload/BIBLIOTHEK/Ortsch
ronisten/Entnazifizierung_in_Ostfriesland.pdf, 2003  
36 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127	
37 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127 
38 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127 
39 BAHLMANN, 2002, p. 187  
40 Cf. VOLLNHALS, 1991, p. 24 
41 Translation of: NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127 
42 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127 



	
	 10 

denazified.43 Every teacher a de-Nazification committee made enquiries about 

had the right to raise objection at the appeal tribunal and to deliver an 

exonerating report with the personnel questionnaire.44  

 

3.3.3 Questionnaires (“Fragebögen”)  and cartes blanches (“Persilscheine”) 

The “Fragebogen” was a questionnaire every person of high rank had to 

answer.45 The person had to state for example the political party he or she takes 

part in, his/her employment and his/her income.46 Through this personnel 

questionnaire the de-Nazification committee was able to classify certain people in 

the categories III to V and to decide whether they had to be removed from their 

position or not. For categorisation in group one, also M, and two, also D, which 

were the more important ones, the British “Public Safety Branch” was 

responsible.47 There are no publications to answer the question how many 

people in East Frisia were assigned to these two categories. To reduce the 

sentence, every citizen had the opportunity to get a character reference, a so 

called “Persilschein” (carte blanche). Therefore, the panel was able to use the 

flexibility they had in judgement and to categorize the accused in category IV 

instead of III.48 But even without a reference, most processes in East Frisia  

ended with an approval of further employment. Furthermore the average number 

of issued “Fragebögen” per person was way lower in East Frisia than for example 

in Bavaria.49  

 

3.3.4 The de-Nazification process  

The Process of de-Nazification proceeded in the British occupation zone mainly 

in a uniform way. As already said, the members of the committees handed out a 

personnel questionnaire to every citizen who was employed at an important and 

high position. When they got the questionnaires back, the responsible committee 

for his or her professional branch, classified the investigated person either under  

category III (less important wrongdoer), IV (party follower) or V (no security 

objections), which were again subdivided in special subgroups.50 The third 

category contained for example five restrictions which decided upon whether a 

																																																								
43 Cf. BAHLMANN, 
http://www.ostfriesischelandschaft.de/fileadmin/user_upload/BIBLIOTHEK/Ortsch
ronisten/Entnazifizierung_in_Ostfriesland.pdf, 2003  
44 NLA AU Rep.250/1 No. 127 
45 Cf. BAHLMANN, 2002. p. 187 
46 Cf. BUISMANN, 1945 
47 Cf. VOLLNHALS, 1991, p. 25 
48 Cf. BAHLMANN, 2002, p. 191 
49 Cf. BAHLMANN, 2002, p. 191 
50 Cf. BAHLMANN, 2002, p. 188	
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person was allowed to stay in his/her position or if he/she had to be dismissed.51  

If there were any doubts about the decision of the committee, the accused or the 

Public Safety Branch had the possibility to apply for a resumption of the process. 

Because of this, many proceedings were commenced again in April 1946, what 

led to many re-employments.52  

 

3.3.5 Special arrangements 

To guarantee a sufficient supply with food and important services, certain 

professions got a special treatment in de-Nazification. The special processes 

concerned for example farmers, clergymen, coal factory owners and policemen. 

They were investigated by a special de-Nazification committee and received a 

special personnel questionnaire, according to their professional branch.53 The de-

Nazification of farmers, which were very important for a rural area like East Frisia, 

was especially difficult. In an order addressed to the de-Nazification panel in 

Aurich, the Military Government made clear how to deal with this professional 

branch: “We will not call upon farmers to produce Fragebögen at the moment. 

There is an even more serious danger than the Nazi Party - and that is 

starvation. So we will not interfere with anyone engaged in the production of food 

if we can help it”.54  Hence they were mainly excluded from de-Nazification. 

 

3.4 Consequences for denazified people 

If a person was classified as belonging to the first or second group (see page 8) 

by the Public Safety Branch, he or she had to count on serious punishments, 

which reached from dismissals up to long term imprisonments. But compared to 

the ones in the American and Soviet zone, they were not that extreme. The 

consequences for being categorised under group three were dependent on the 

subgroup in detail. A classification in restriction three, which allowed to stay in the 

position, was not as radical as in the fifth restriction, that forced an immediate 

removal.55 In addition to that, came restrictions of the freedom in movement and 

blockades of bank accounts and property.56 The fourth and fifth group, which 

were only seen as followers or exonerating, only in some cases had to count on 

asset conversions but not on any severe consequences.57 

 

																																																								
51 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 187 
52 Cf. VOLLNHALS, 1991, p. 27 
53 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 145 
54 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127 
55 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 187 
56 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 184 
57 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 65 
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3.5 Problems during de-Nazification 

In Esens, more than half of the 445 inhabitants that were denazified since 1946, 

were directly classified under category V (“no security objections”), although they 

had been members of the NSDAP. Considering the classification results in the 

different categories from 1946 to 1948, it is remarkable that since 1947, the 

number of people listed under category three decreased.58 This expresses 

increasingly lenient assessments. Already in 1946, the British military 

government realized that the categorization by personnel questionnaires only 

was very unspecific: “A weakness of the Denazification system up till now, has 

been, that decisions have been taken almost entirely on personnel 

questionnaires.”59  Furthermore the categorisation was not always carried out 

correctly. In 1948, Hofmann criticised in representation of the minister of Lower 

Saxony in a circular note to the de-Nazification committees in East Frisia, the 

classification by the de-Nazification committee should rather decide on whether 

someone is acceptable for a position or to be dismissed instead of the 

classification under certain groups.60 Because of the de-Nazification there was a 

huge missing of staff in many fields of work in East Frisia. Hence from August 

1949 people who had been classified into group three got the possibility to be 

downgraded in a lower category after a period of two years.61 

 

3.6 The end of the de-Nazification  

Already in December 1947, the British military government published an 

announcement on the endling of the de-Nazification process: “The Military 

government in the British zone has decided that the de-Nazification […] is 

basically completed”, it said except some special cases and processes which 

were initiated or reopened before the 31 Decemeber 1947. Nevertheless, the 

examination of  employees in high-powered positions had to be continued.62 The 

de-Nazification committee in Wittmund was terminated in 1949 and the cased 

they still had to work on were transmitted to Aurich.63  

 
3.7 Criticism of the British approach to de-Nazificate East Frisia 

Since 1946, when the de-Nazification began, the approach of the British military 

government was accompanied by strong criticism. The German population 

criticised especially high numbers of often inconsistent orders and the special 
																																																								
58	Cf. BAHLMANN, 2002, p. 188	
59 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 127 
60 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 65 
61 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 157 
62	NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 184	
63 NLA AU Rep. 250/1 No. 65 
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treatment of certain professional branches.64 Nowadays we know that only 20% 

of the population in the British zone were denazified. In Esens, 445 people of 

approx 3000 inhabitants at that time were denazified.65 Those were only 15 % of 

the population. A reason for this low number of denazified people is the missing 

of a clear concept of the British Military government. Through the de-Nazification 

mainly by personnel questionnaires, it was not always possible to reach the right 

decision. Furthermore professional branches which were vital for the supply of 

the population with food, coal and other goods were often evaluated far better 

than the ones which one could simply subsitute66 as you have already seen, 

regarding farmers for example. Another point of criticism are cartes blanches 

which have contributed to the release of many criminals. Because there was not 

enough unencumbered and certified staff, that could substitute the incriminated 

people, the de-Nazification limited itself to particularly discredited people. “The 

denazification developed quickly from a moral order to a final bureaucratic 

procedure.”67 The fact that the quickly to finish procedures of the less-loaded and 

followers - category three and four – were preferred68, speaks for this statement. 

 

4 Conclusions 

In consideration of the points shown, it becomes clear that concerning the British 

occupation zone cannot be spoken of a thorough de-Nazification. The de-

Nazification was dominated by the British Military during a long time but was 

finished overhastily by them in the end. In contrast to the way of proceeding in 

the American zone the procedure in the British zone was superficial. It is also 

remarkable that because of certain exceptions and the cartes blanches many 

employees were able to keep their positions. Especially important for East Frisia 

was that farmers but also teachers who were members of the NSDAP were not 

dismissed. During the research I came across that for the Britons other things 

played a more important role than the de-Nazification, as the care with food, 

education, medical care and public order. It is to be assumed from the fact that in 

East Frisia as part of the Britsh occupation zone an insufficient examination took 

place and therefore employees of important offices could stay longer in their 

positions than in other parts of Germany, for example, in Bavaria. One also has 

to pay attention on the difficulties of establishing who really was denazified and 

who just said so. Furthermore followers of the Naziparty were indeed punished 

																																																								
64 Cf. VOLLNHALS, 1991, p. 24 
65 Cf.  BAHLMANN, 2002, p. 190 
66 Cf.	NASSUA, 2005, p. 348 
67 NASSUA, 2005, p. 351 
68 Cf.	NASSUA, 2005, p. 351	
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but this did not cut off the Nazi ideology. Only through a change of generations 

that was made possible. Still today you can see that Nazism had never been 

completely wiped out. It must be the task of our society to ensure, through 

education and tolerance that he does not flare up again.  
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