FOUR
The Holocaust

1938, Hungary was rewarded for its pro-

misfortunes and shame under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles.
It is true that Hungary, like other central European countries, had become a German ally out of a

refused to join the alliance, it most likely would have been invaded and occupied by Germany years earlier. It
would then have shared the fate of Norway, Belgium, Holland, Greece, and many other countries who felt the
yoke of German occupation.
Despite this previous alliance and affinity, in March of 1944, Germany invaded Hungary. Just before the
Hungarians began commemorating their revolution of 1848, an attempt to become free from the Austrian
Empire, they were again invaded and occupied by another Germanic country, ending Hungarian independence.
Perhaps in 1944 Hitler felt that Hungary, with Horty Miklós at its head, did not provide adequate
support for the German war effort; and perhaps by this time Hitler had become paranoid and did not trust lesser
allies like the Hungarians. Hitler might have felt that, given the first opportunity, Hungary would defect from
the Axis. In any case, in mid-March, the German Army occupied Hungary and took Miklós as a hostage to
Germany. The Hungarian parliament was dissolved, and the Hungarian Nazi party (the Nyilas Party, meaning
the Arrow Cross Party, the symbol of which was two crossed arrows), took over the government. Hungary

jointly with the Germans, started to implement Hitle

namely, the extermination

of Hungarian Jewry. The first step in this plan was to create a ghetto and force all Jews in the city into the
fenced-off enclosures.

All Jews in Munkacs were ordered to move into the ghetto. The ghetto consisted of two separate areas in
the city, both of which had a high density of Jewish population. These two areas were isolated from the rest of
the city by a high barbed-wire fence. Many members of our family whose homes were declared to be outside of
the ghetto had to move in with us because our home and that of my Uncle Michael, who lived in the same
courtyard, were inside the ghetto walls. Mattresses were laid on floors and, when it did not rain, even outside in
the courtyard.
Life in the ghetto was, at least as I remember it, a waiting time, merely a preamble to things unknown.
Each day was punctuated by new rumors that seemed to have one common denominator, conditions will not be
bad. These rumors, I have later been told, were initiated by the Juden Rat, the Jewish council in the ghetto that
became the arm for carrying out German wishes, mainly German propaganda. All German orders were
disseminated through this council. Members of the council, later rumors had it, were promised to be sent to
Budapest, where they would be safe from deportation; but I cannot assure the veracity of this information.
I tried to read during this period, but my mind was not at ease. My greatest diversion and occupation
wa

-in-law, whose family had moved in with us. She

was about one year my junior and I had tried to date her, unsuccessfully, earlier. Now the conditions made her
captive in our house. My brother Benjamin, who was a few months shy of his fourteenth birthday, fell in love
with her, the older woman. This was his first crush, a most difficult condition for a boy just entering puberty. He
was tormented by his hopeless love, first, because she was older by three years and, also, because I dated her.
Of course, dating is not the right word for the relationship. We kept company with each other since, in a sense,
we were sharing a common prison cell. It was at this time that I had my first heart-to-heart conversation with
my brother, which I mentioned previously.
We stayed a few weeks in the ghetto. Even though the future of the Jews in Munkacs seemed bleak and
the destruction of our Jewish community was clearly inevitable, nonetheless, the Jews of the city remained
passive. The thousand-year-old J

Wait

We entered a

period of anomie, of social disorganization. This disorganization was evident in the breakdown of all normal
life. My mother, for instance, who was very Orthodox and all her life adhered stringently to laws of kashruth,

the ritual pre- and proscription pertaining to edible food, was now forced to violate these religious laws. To her
sorrow, she now surreptitiously frequented the black market and bought pork products, the only meats that were
available. Bacon, ham, and sausages were now stored in the pantry of our previously glat-kosher home. She
gitimized by
the Talmudic reasoning of pikuach nefesh, namely, saving a life takes precedence over all ritual laws. Jewish
law not only permits but mandates disregarding all ritual laws in order to save a life. Based on this thesis, we
stocked our larder with various nonkosher (treyfa) meat products, to be consumed only when kosher food was

pantry of our home that previously contained only food that would have satisfied the mehadrin min hamhadrin,
the most observant and pious of all Jews, pork products hung. And of all treyfa food to have in o
possession of pork was, perhaps, the most disturbing. Pork is not only treyfa, but it is the epitome of all

waiting for the next event. All routine was suspended, and no one knew what to do.
The Christian world outside the ghetto permitted and in some instances even took advantage of the
wish homes and
who looted the closed Jewish stores. The closing of all Jewish-owned businesses meant that my father had to

the ghetto, Sarkadi, a long-

home with an outrageous offer. He
, although he did not have any money. If my father would transfer to him the

store with all its contents, he offered to give my father a monthly stipend. My father felt betrayed by one whom
he had for many years employed but who did not come to offer any help. To the contrary, Sarkadi came to take
advantage of the situation. My father refused the offer. He would rather see the store destroyed than be
blackmailed.
It was early one Friday morning in the beginning of April, about six

AM,

when we heard the sound of

gunfire. Immediately, we ran to the window overlooking the market, the direction from which the shots had

come. From our window we could see police and soldiers shooting their rifles in the air. We soon learned what
this commotion was all about, for shortly thereafter the police came into our home and told us that we were to
leave. To emphasize the command, they proceeded to shoot into the ceiling or strike at us with their rifle butts,

, but above all else
we packed food. We knew that food would be the most important item that we would need.
From our homes we were taken to a brick factory some miles away that was owned by our neighbor
Kalus, in whose home I had spent a lot of time. The Kaluses had two daughters and a son and were wonderful
people. The factory was the only place where thousands of people could be placed under a single roof. The
brickyard had a large covered space where the raw bricks were placed to dry and be kept safe from rains before
they were fired in the kiln. We stayed in this place about five or six days, that is, until the Hungarian police
force gathered all the Jews from the outlying areas. Soon, my grandmother from Talamas, my Aunt Lujza, her
husband, and two daughters were also brought there.
During these days there were many rumors. Most of them proposed that we would be shipped to
Germany to become a labor force. Families, the rumors assured us, would remain together. These rumors, we
found out later, were fabricated and spread by the Germans. Again, as in the ghetto, the Germans were using the
members of the Juden Rat to spread the German-initiated rumors in exchange for better treatment and
exemption from shipment to the camps. These rumors, a part of the German big-lie technique, served as the
soma, the tranquilizer by which to minimize any possibility of rebellion. Had the Jews known what was in
store

that most of us in that brickyard would be gassed, that we would be part of a holocaust

I am quite sure

there would have been at least some attempt at a rebellion. But we wished to believe the rumors, even when
deeply in our hearts we doubted them. It seems that people would rather believe falsehood if there might be a
glimmer of hope. We would rather take a chance on an uncertain life than fight when the outcome is certain
death.
The day came when a long train made up of freight cars arrived at the siding of the brick factory. Soon,
e four little windows on the

corners of each car were covered with barbed wire to assure that no one would escape. As each was filled, the
doors were shut and padlocked. My extended family of uncles, aunts, cousins, and grandparents managed to
occupy more than half of a freight car that was filled with about fifty persons.
Soon we were off to an unknown destination. We spent about three nights on the train. It was at this time
r her children and could not
be consoled. Based on the letters she had received from her aunts in Poland, my mother knew that there was
little, if any, chance that we would see each other again after we reached our destination.
For two days we traveled in the freight car with padlocked doors and barbed-wired windows. No one in
the car knew our destination. Now and then through a window, we glimpsed a city name when the train was
shunted to sidings awaiting a clear track. Now and then voices of prayers could be heard as time for minchah
and

approached. Needless to say, the mood in the car was somber. All through the trip, we hoped that

the propaganda we had been fed was true; that we would end up in a work camp where families would live
together, while the men and women worked in German industry. Deeply in our hearts, we knew better. Still, the
power of hope was so overwhelming that we encouraged ourselves by our forlorn hopes.
It was late afternoon, near sunset on the third day, when my mother opened up one of the packages
containing bread and some smoked meat. She cut off pieces, which she handed to us

to my ten-year-old sister

Esther, to my thirteen-year-old brother Benjamin, and to me. As she handed the food to us, I heard her sigh.
There were many reasons for her sigh. But one reason, I am sure, was that she, Yocheved, the daughter of
Avrom, a pious Berditchever Chassid, was handing her children treyfa meat.
You understand that, to my mother, the keeping of a meticulously kosher home was an important
foundation of her Jewish identity. However, when our home became a part of the Munkacs ghetto, we soon
became aware that food in general, and kosher food in particular, would indeed be very scarce. And when we
were driven out of our home, she made sure that the sausages and hams, the most nutritious of all foods at our
disposal, came with us;
way to an unknown destination, she handed each of her children a portion of bread with a portion of sausages.
In the dim light of the car, I noticed tears in her eyes and heard an

wus wineste?

) I asked her. She turned her teary-eyed face to me, responding

Oy kinderlech. Oy, my children, I cry for you. I am scared for you. I have lived, and I have had a good life, but

and merciful God help them...
On the third night, more specifically early morning while still dark, the train stopped. Through the
barbed-wired window I could see only three huge flames burning brightly in the sky. The air that filtered into
the freight car had a peculiar odor, an odor that I had never smelled before. Where were we? What had the
Germans in store for us? These questions danced around in my head without finding any answers.
As soon as the morning sun came out, the gates of the freight cars were opened, and our questions were
answered. With the first rays of sun and the opening of the doors of the train, the command was given clearly

letters on their roofs. One slogan st

Arbeit macht frei (work

Arbeit macht

das Leben suss (work makes life sweet). These slogans are perfect examples of Nazi cynicism and their
propaganda technique, the big lie. Life in the camp was definitely not sweet, and work there never created a
path to freedom.
Now, standing on the tarmac, we were ordered to form two lines, one for men and the other for women.
my father; my brother; my uncles Alexander, Nathan, and Fabian; my cousin,
Gus, and I. Some dista

Among the many that were standing in that queue were

my mother, my sister Esther, and my grandmother. There were others from my family

my Aunt Illi, carrying

her six-month-old baby in her arms

ting my gaze at my mother. Goodbye, Mother, zei gesund, M
Got, I shouted into the wind.
As I stood in line, an inmate in a striped blue-and-gray uniform looked at a passing plane in the sky.
t it be wonderful if he would drop some bombs and kill us all

who, I later found out, was the infamous Dr. Mengele. He stood there quietly, and as people passed in front of
him, silently he moved his index finger either to the left or to the right. I found out later the meaning of the right
or left direction. Being sent to the right meant the person was judged young and strong and capable for work,
and being sent to the left meant the person was dispatched to immediate doom. As we came more closely to that
figure, we were told that we would be asked the ages of the two younger persons in our family, that is, my
brother Benjamin and my cousin Gus. We were told that they had to be over sixteen years to remain with us.
My father and my Uncle Alexander calculated the appropriate birth year so that both would be sixteen. The year
they arrived at, namely that both were born in 1928, was correct. What they did not anticipate being asked was

him four months shy of being sixteen. To the Germans, my brother
was therefore not old enough, and he was taken from our midst. Similarly, I found out later that when my
mother and sister came before the leather-coated Mengele, they were sent to the left. It was different with my
Aunt Illi, who was a young, tall, beautiful, and strong woman. When she came before Mengele carrying in her
arms her six-month-old baby, my little cousin Shalom, one of the Germans asked her whether there was an
older person to whom she might entrust the baby. Illi gave the baby to her mother, and both the baby and his
grandmother were sent to the left.
My father, my uncles Nathan, Fabian, and Alexander, my young cousin Gus, and I were sent to the right.
As we entered the camp, we were told to get undressed, to leave our clothes on the ground, but to keep our
shoes. All our belongings that we had packed and carried to the brick factory were left in the train. We were
naked. The next step was to be de-haired. We walked in line

like sheep to be shorn before men with large

electric shears who cut our hair, including our pubic hair. Next, we came before men holding pails of a dark,
foul-smelling liquid, a creosol-like substance, which they dabbed around our genitalia and under our arms;
according to the Germans, this was supposed to destroy the lice that we might have brought with us from our
previous residence, the ghetto. After all this, we were marched to the showers.

Later, during my stay in Birkenau, I learned the significance of the shower. We who were still fit to
work were given showers, but those who were considered unfit for work, those who were either too young or
too old for labor, were gassed in similar shower rooms and then cremated. I then understood the sight and the
odor that permeated the place. The night when the trains stopped, indicating our arrival, I looked out the little
window in the freight train and noticed four huge flames, while my nostrils detected a peculiar odor. The Polish
Jews, who were brought to the extermination camp years earlier, explained to us the realities of the camp and
the meaning of the flames.
What I am about to tell you is most likely untrue; there is no evidence of its veracity. However, I want to
the camp.
Before entering the shower, we each received a small bar of soap. In my memory it was small and
rectangular, similar to those one gets in a cheap motel. The inscription engraved on the soap was RJS. The
same people who told me about the flames and the crematoria also told me what, at least in their opinion, the
letters RJS stood for. RJS,
Jewish soap. A main ingredient in making soap is fat; and speculation in the camps

however unproven

was

that the cremation of bodies would provide an ample supply of rendered human fat.
After I showered, I returned to the place where I left my only possession, my shoes; but instead of
finding the pair I had left, I found two right shoes. Someone mistakenly had taken my left shoe. I immediately
faced two problems. First, my shoes had a built-in arch support for my flat feet, without which I constantly had
aching feet. Secondly, I had no other shoes to wear. I approached a capo, an inmate supervisor, and asked him
what I should do. He showed me a window and told me to knock on it, and when it opened, to ask for a pair of
shoes. Someone there might, if approached properly, give me a pair of wooden shoes. Wooden shoes would be
better than none.
So I approached the window. Before leaving the capo, he further advised me that I must begin my
request for shoes

(I humbly request). I knocked at the

window; it opened to reveal a room with two persons, a German in an SS uniform and an inmate with an
armband identifying him as a capo. Before I had a chance to make my request, the capo hit me on the head with

a stick that he carried as though he were an Irishman armed with a shillelagh. Then, having demonstrated to the

shoes, he hit me again on the head and closed the window. I returned to my father, crying, not from hurt but
hat such inhumanity still occurs now in the middle of the

This was the beginning of my education
the tragic facts of human civilization: Humankind
and technology

s inhumanity to man. It was here that I learned one of
in spite of the development of philosophy, morals, ethics,

is, sadly, still a naked ape. He is still governed by his most ancient of all mental forces, the id.

Contrary to my previous belief in the benefit of technology for the improvement of human life, technology also
provides the means of more efficient techniques for human destruction. War is the major contributor to
technological advancement. Governments are most likely to spend their resources for war materials and
technologically more efficient ways of killing than for developing the means to solve genuine and pressing
social and human problems. Any social benefit that we derive from technology is only a matter of serendipity, a
byfound me, and we exchanged shoes.
To complete our dehumanization, the Germans changed our names to numbers. I was no longer Eugen
Schönfeld; instead I was known as #90,138. This number was sewn on my inmate uniform right above a little
yellow cotton triangle, which indicated that I was a Jew. Because I did not remain either in Auschwitz or in
Birkenau, my ID number was not tattooed on my arm. After the war, many people were skeptical about my
claim of being a survivor. They all believed, erroneously of course, that all who were in the camps were
tattooed. Officially, we were called schutz heftlingen (protected incarcerates). I always wondered from whom
the German were protecting us. Moreover, why in the world did the Germans give us their protective service?
The uniforms we were issued were a cotton pajama-like suit, with alternating blue and gray stripes.
When they cut our hair, they also gave us a reverse Mohawk hair cut. By this, I mean that they shaved about a

two-inch stripe on our head, which was referred to as the lausen strasse, that is, the lice street. This was an
additional mode of taking away any semblance of human dignity.
I was assigned to a barrack in this camp, which I was told was Birkenau. This was the extermination
camp located right next to Auschwitz. The inside of the barrack consisted of a series of platforms, like threetiered bunk beds. These platforms served as sleeping places for about six persons; their dimensions were about
7 feet by 7 feet. We slept on the bare wood, and we were very cramped. We were forced to stay in the barracks
and could go outside only for a certain period of time. At night, the Germans provided buckets to be used as
latrines, and each morning people were assigned to carry them out to empty them into the latrine and clean the
buckets. Thus, the dehumanization continued. It was also in Birkenau that I witnessed my first death. A middleaged man from my city who was diabetic went into a diabetic coma. Nothing could be done for him.
We stayed about a week at Birkenau. I do not remember now much about the place, nor what we ate, nor
what we did there. My next memory is being on a train to Warsaw, Poland. On that train I encountered the
meaning of human individuality. The train, like the one that brought us to the camp, was made up of freight
cars. A freight car has three equal areas, and the door area takes up the central one third. All sixty of us inmates
had to stay on the left or on the right side of the car.
In the door area were two field cots reserved for two SS guards. One was a tall, blond, truly Aryan
type

the kind that Hitler wished that all Germans resembled. The other was shorter with dark hair and a dark

complexion. He was a Ukrainian who had joined the German SS not only because he agreed with the Nazi
philosophy, but also as a way of rejecting the Soviet Union. It was he who epitomized German brutality. The
blond German guard often tri

s verbal brutality. The Ukrainian threatened us with

him. At every stop, the German would leave the car to gather whatever containers he could find to bring us
water and sometimes even sweet coffee. Both were SS; both were in the todskopf, the skull division (their
emblem); and yet they were very different individuals. Twice I have encountered individual kindness in the
midst of destruction and utter hatred. Such experiences taught me the importance of judging each individual on

his or her own merit, not as members of a particular group. Individuals can, on more than rare occasions,

us even in the most desperate conditions. Perhaps, if we could maintain a sense of humor, unbearable conditions
might possibly be made more bearable. On the way to Warsaw, I encountered something that not only made me
smile but made me laugh out loud. En route, we passed many cities the names of which I did not recognize on
the rail-station marquees. Others were recognized because of an association with an event in Jewish history. But
the one city that we passed with a name that brought laughter among a number of us was Chelm. This city is
immortalized in Yiddish tales because its Jewish

-do-

wells, whose activities are contrary to common sense. In their bumbling ineptness, they become humorous
characters. All of us in the car who had ever read the tales of the wisemen of Chelm could not withhold our
laughter, even in the conditions in which we found ourselves.
We, that is, my father, my three uncles, my young cousin, and I (along with a thousand more) arrived in
Warsaw. The train stopped near the infamous Warsaw ghetto, now lying in ruins. A year earlier, Jews in this
ghetto revolted and fought the Germans for eight days. The end, however, was inevitable. When the rebellion
was quashed, the survivors were taken to an extermination camp. Subsequently, the Germans systematically
blew up all the buildings in the ghetto and built a concentration camp in the midst of the rubble. We were
brought to Warsaw

that is, a work project designed to help rebuild

Berlin, which by this time was being bombed daily. Our job was to clean the bricks of the destroyed buildings
and stack them for shipment to Berlin.
After a march, we arrived in the camp, which consisted of brick buildings with indoor plumbing and
single beds with straw mattresses. The buildings in which we were now being housed were luxurious compared
to the barracks in Birkenau. I thought that maybe camp life would not be so bad after all. Maybe we could
withstand it and survive. Our food, although bad, was adequate in volume. Most often, as I remember, we got
beet soup and bread. I always tried to position myself in the line in such a way that when my turn came to
receive my ration of soup, it came from the bottom of the barrel. The bottom of the barrel always had the

greatest amount of food solids. Sometimes I even found pieces of meat, and quite frequently the volume of solid
beets exceeded the liquid broth.
We began to work. Our work hours were eight in the morning til six in the evening with a one-half hour
break for lunch. The routine of work provided structure to my existence to the extent that my life assumed some
semblance of normalcy. This sense of normalcy, even though it was founded on a false consciousness, coupled
with rumors of German losses in the battlefield gave me hope that Nazi rule would soon be over. I may have
even deluded myself that I was seeing the beginning of redemption, and soon I would be back to pursue my
dreams.
Before the ghetto, before the German takeover of my hometown, I had had a dream. True, it was the
dream of a teenager, but it was a dream that gave my life some excitement. I dreamt I would visit Western
Europe by bicycle. This dream was founded on my reading of the travel experiences an author had during a year
of bicycling all over Europe and North Africa. I wanted to duplicate this feat. Toward this end, I had begun to
study French to complement the two other major languages that I already spoke, English and German. I began
to study French on my own, in the same way that I had learned German. I took a French-language book home
from the store and began to memorize words and grammar. In Warsaw I found a person who, like my bicyclist
hero, had traveled all over Europe and who also spoke French. I managed to sit next to him at work, and as we
both cleaned bricks, I began to study French grammar under his tutelage, to decline nouns and conjugate verbs,
and memorize a few conversational phrases. This act focused my thoughts on the future, and for the brief time
when I studied, the grim reality of the present did not matter.
When we arrived in Warsaw, the camp already had an inmate population, most of whom were Jews
from Saloniki, Greece. It was the first time that I had met Jews different from the Central European Jews of my
culture. They spoke Greek and a Spanish jargon called Ladino instead of the German/Yiddish jargon spoken by
Central European Jews. Many of them also spoke Hebrew, giving us a common language, and hence, an
opportunity to communicate. Each morning we were marched from the camp, surrounded by SS storm troopers,
to our workplace

a destroyed house on Novolipcki Street, just a few city blocks from the camp. We were

given the hammers that brick masons use and settled down to our work, cleaning and stacking the bricks. Lunch

was brought to the workplace, usually consisting of soup. Across the street from where I worked was the
Machorka cigarette factory. The women who worked there often threw cigarettes to us.
Our life in this camp soon came to a halt. One evening in the middle of the summer of 1944, we were
told that the next morning we would leave this camp for another one. There were already many rumors that the
Russian army was getting close to Warsaw. This announcement reaffirmed these rumors. The next morning, we
lined up for Appell, which is the daily routine of being counted. The Camp Commandant, in a very pacific
voice, told us that the whole camp would be moved by train. However, he pointed out that we would have to
march 100 kilometers to where the trains to transport us to the next place would be waiting for us. Again, in a
calm and concerned tone, he asked those persons who felt unable to walk 100 kilometers to step out. In a
sincere manner he informed us that they did not have adequate transportation to move all of us by trucks, but he
was quite sure that he could manage to secure a few trucks to ferry those who were physically unable to march
to the embarkation point. I knew that they would never take transport from the war effort to ship weak Jews
who could not march that distance. Still, there were some who, in spite of all of our experiences, believed the
commandant. One of the believers was my classmate, Friedman. I tried to dissuade him from stepping out, but
he would not listen to me. I warned him,

It was a lesson that I had learned the

hard way, the lesson of the big lie. By lying, they were able to maintain a sort of order. People always wish to
believe that others would treat them humanely. But that was not true of Nazi Germany, where people lied and
took advantage of human hopes. Friedman did not believe me and stepped out. All of those who believed the
German stepped out and were marched outside of the camp walls. Soon we heard the sound of machine guns. I
never saw Friedman or the others again. Until this day, I am not sure whether Friedman believed the German
commandant, or if he succumbed to depression and saw this as a way out, a form of deliberate suicide.
The rest of us waited. I had a feeling that we, too, were to be shot. The rumors were that the Germans
were retreating. The few highways leading out from Warsaw were clogged with the retreating military, and
there would be no room for us. But there was nothing we could do. All of us were sitting on the ground, four
abreast, in a long line. At each two steps along the line stood two SS guards with automatic weapons, one on

each side of the line. So we waited. A few hours later a messenger on a motorcycle came to whisper something
to the camp commandant, after which we were told to return to the barracks.
The next morning we rose early. The Germans gave us our breakfast, a cup of substitute coffee, and we
marched out of the camp. It was a hot summer morning. It had rained the night before, saturating the air with
humidity. We marched on back roads that were paved with broken rocks, the sharp ends of which made the
marching difficult. Occasionally, there were large puddles of water that were too large to step over. As the day
progressed, it became hotter and we became thirsty, but of course, we were not given water. By the afternoon,
the heat and the thirst were taking their toll. Some older persons began to fall down from fatigue and thirst; they
were shot. Sometimes, I found a water puddle in the road and leaned over to scoop some of it as fast as I could
using the tin soup plate that hung from my waist on a rope, which served as my belt. I did not care whether it
was clean or not, whether it was sanitary or not; all I cared about was that it was water.
That evening we arrived at the banks of a large river. Some younger persons broke ranks and, without
having permission, ran into the river seeking to quench their thirst; they were shot. The rest of us stood in front
of the river while the Germans counted us again. The ritual of Appell would be performed regardless of
conditions. Finally, the commandant stationed guards in the middle of the stream, and then he permitted small
groups, one at a time, to walk into the river to drink. They permitted us to stay for a very short time (maybe less
than five minutes), and then i

s turn. Each group was given a five-minute water break. In

would bend over and drink directly from it, as though we were at a water fountain, while others used their hands
as cups, bringing the water to their lips. The five minutes allocated us was not an adequate time for our
rehydration. While at the time we left the water, we might have felt some relief from our thirst, I still remained
dehydrated; I knew instinctively that without additional water I, and perhaps most of us, would not survive the
s march.

we were not given a thing. It did not matter. We sat down on the ground; better yet, some of us were lying

received neither food nor water with ano
wandered to an image of our bathroom at home, where all the faucets were wide open with water gushing from
every one of them.
My immediate problem was a renewed thirst. How was I to find water without being allowed to search
for it? I am not sure why, but I thought about Moses, who had produced water in the desert with his staff.
Indeed, why could not I? Why could I not dig a well? A foolish and unrealistic thought, after all, for the only
tools I had for such an undertaking were my spoon and my metal dish. Nonetheless, I began to dig.
What are you doing? asked my father.

He did not stop me. Was this a foolish dream of a nineteen-year-old boy, desperately seeking a miracle?
I kept on digging. It was not difficult to dig, for the soil at the riverbank was primarily sand. Soon the color of
the sand became darker and moist. I could feel the water in it. I kept on digging, and to my amazement and joy,
at the depth of about one and one-half feet, water started to seep into the cavity. I filled my tin cup with the
precious moisture.
In my teens I had ceased to be religious, at least what conventionally was thought to be religious. I had
long ago stopped reciting the appropriate blessing over food. But lying on the ground in the Polish steppes,
about to drink a cup of water that seemed at that moment to be a response to an inarticulate prayer, I felt that a
blessing was in order. Perhaps my feeling was merely a v
shehakol, and I gave my first cup of this precious
liquid to my father. When the others saw what I did, they too began to dig wells, and the place assumed the
Biblical des
Suddenly, I heard heavy footsteps. The camp commander was standing right at my well looking down at
me. I remember his arrogant stance. His gray coat had a Persian lamb collar. Feet set wide apart, his arms folded
around his chest, he presented himself as the image of complete power over us. Looking up at him from the
ground, where we had to stay either sitting or prostrate, he loomed tall and
you found water you may as well have

ince

Of course, some people may argue (and probably will) that finding water was nothing but a series of
coincidences. After all, being at the bank of a river with a sandy soil increases the probability that there may be
water underneath. But I submit to you that, in my view, this was but one of the many miracles that occur daily
that we take for granted. To me, a miracle is an improbable and una

s life in an

otherwise hopeless situation. Indeed, there is no doubt that we were in a hopeless situation, and death appeared
to be quite imminent. There in the Polish steppes, I, a fledgling agnostic, felt obliged to give thanks to the
infinite and recite the traditional prayer for experiencing a miraculous event, the birchat hagomel. I am not sure
whether others will consider my experience a miracle or just a series of coincidences. And perhaps, miracles are
nothing more than unanticipated coincidences that occur at the precise times when they are needed most, when
s life is totally dependent on the event. In such a case, one may call the occurrence a most welcomed
coincidence, or if one has an unquestioning belief in the existence of a personal and benevolent deity, what
happens may be perceived as a miracle. This is what happened to me, and each of you may choose your own
term, coincidence or miracle. I, for one, am happy to consider this event a miracle.
It seems that this miracle or coincidence on the banks of the river affected others who were there, too.

person from near my hometown. I tried to phone him, but I was able only to speak to his answering machine.
Three days before my departure, my wife an
me whether I knew any Jews in the city.

and we continued to tour the museum.
Shortly, the docent found us again.
and handed me the phone.

office

and he will meet you there in about ten minutes. Look for a
We left the museum and waited at the entrance. Jimmy soon appeared, and after a few minutes of
introductions, we were on our way to his home. In the car I asked him from which city he hailed.

y any chance know my uncle and aunt, the Fabians;
He confessed that for some reason he was unable to recall anything about his city.

n Auschwitz, Warsaw, and

remem

Suddenly he became quiet; his facial expression changed, and he suddenly

assumed the blank stare and the air of sadness that people bear when they recall a very painful event.

figment of my imagination. I was so sure that it never happened that I never told anyone about it. I believed that
and tears appeared on his face.
im; and my eyes, too, welled up with tears.
That evening sixty years ago, on the banks of the river, we hardly slept. Most of our time was spent in
drinking, rehydrating ourselves, and preparing for the next and equally difficult day. I do not remember most of

resembling cherries. One person in the group plucked some of them and started eating. Soon he began acting
peculiarly as though he had lost his senses. My Uncle Alexander, a physician, informed us that the man had
eaten a poisonous fruit called belladonna. It is a fruit similar in appearance to cherries but contains atropine. I
do not recall what happened to him. At the end of the day, we arrived at our destination, an empty field near a
rail line.

Unlike the previous days, which had been dry and hot, while waiting for the train, we endured rainfall. I
believe it took two days (or three) for the train to arrive, and all that time we had to lie on the soggy ground in a

promised to be hot. We were hastily fed very salty canned meat, the nature of which was unidentified. Still, it
was meat, somethi

or a very long time. Again, we (the schutzheftlingen, as we were

called) were forced to get on the train, occupying only the left and the right sides of the freight car. The middle
third, where the doors were, was left free for the guards. Unfortunately, because there were few cars, ninety
persons were forced into one car. In order for the guards to have greater control over us, we were forced to sit.
With such crowded conditions, we had to pile our legs on one another.
While we had been waiting for the train, a young person who had managed to escape during our march
reappeared. Why would any person return willingly to his enslavers? What compelled this person to give up the
freedom that he had achieved through a daring escape? He told us. Once he was free, he sought help from the
local Polish population, but no Pole wanted to help him. No one whom he asked offered him food, not even a
drink of water. Nor would anyone help him to join with the partisans (the guerilla fighters). He was not sure
whether their reluctance was the result of anti-Semitism or fear of German reprisal, but the consequences of
their refusals were the same. He had not had a place to sleep; he was tired, starving, and thirsty. Most
importantly, he was afraid that, were he to be caught, he would have been summarily executed. He felt that he
had no other choice but to return.
This story confirmed what I had already suspected: Poles traditionally hated Jews. Even before Hitler,
the Polish government had established such anti-Jewish laws as forbidding our traditional way to slaughter
animals for kosher food and limiting our access to education.
The three days that we waited for the trains to arrive were very difficult. As I have said, for three days
we endured rain, and three days and nights we sat and slept on soggy ground. Once a day we were allowed to
rise; it was when we were fed. But as soon as we embarked, the sun came out; the temperature rose, and the day
became hot.

It was even hotter in the closed cars where the air could not circulate. On top of this, the air in the
enclosed space became very humid as our extremely wet clothes and blankets began to dry. The four small
windows in the freight car, two on each side, were covered with boards and nailed shut. Yet, all the while, we
were forced to sit. The salted meat that we had been fed prior to embarkation, the heat, and the stifling humidity
increased our thirst. But true to German cruelty, we were not given anything to drink.
We faced again a desperate situation that led us to take desperate measures. We started to collect our
own urine. First we used it to dampen ourselves and reduce our body temperature, but then slowly and
reluctantly, we began sipping the collected urine. When this occurred, the Germans reluctantly brought us some
water.
I do not remember how long it took to travel from central Poland to Dachau. Suffice it to say that many
of the internees died, and others lost so much weight that I could not recognize them. As we disembarked at
Dachau, I heard a familiar voice calling my name. I turned to the speaker; I hardly recognized him. Just a week
ago he had taught me French, and now he looked almost dead. I do not think that he survived the ordeal.
Dachau was one of the first German concentration camps. Initially, it was used to intern Germans
considered anti-Nazi, and perhaps for this reason, it had some modern conveniences such as indoor toilets. We
were assigned to barracks. The only water available to us was in the toilet bowls. No one was permitted to visit
the bathroom and take water from the faucet in the sink or shower. I stood at the toilet flushing it and letting the
water run into my tin soup plate and continued to drink, trying to rehydrate myself.
Dachau was not to be our final destination. After a week there, we were again put on trains and
transferred to a newly created work camp in the foothills of the German Alps, only 5 kilometers away from the
city of Mühldorf. The camp was called Mü

Forest Camp, in German, Mühldorf Wald Lager. The

proximity of the camp to the city, coupled with the fact that we had often been taken to work in public places
like the train station

s of ignorance about the existence of

concentration camps.
Mühldorf Wald Lager was a brand-new camp located in a forest in the foothills of the Alps. Unlike the
major camps with permanent buildings, Mühldorf had been hastily built. The huts that served as our residences

consisted of round, thin, plywood structures similar in appearance to miniature grain silos, about 10 feet in
diameter, with conical roofs about 10 feet at their apexes. The floor of each cabin was mud covered with straw.
We were brought there to erect a factory for the manufacture of planes. We now know that this was to be a
factory to build Messerschmitt Me-262 fighter jets. Luckily, the factory was never finished, because the
introduction of jet planes even as late as the summer of 1944 could have influenced the final outcome of the
war.
Living conditions there could at best be described as ultraprimitive. Sleeping on a straw floor presented
a number of problems. First, of course, it was cold and hard. Second, there were not clearly delineated private
spaces. One merely eked out a space on the ground, which varied each day. Also, we slept in our clothes. Last,
the proximity of our bodies and the straw was conducive to the infestation of lice. We became lousy, so much
so that we could reach under our armpits and gather up handfuls of lice. The constant biting and itching was one

constant itching and biting. In July and August, while still warm, we tried to boil our meager clothes, but to no
avail. The straw on which we slept was already infested, and we had no means to control the infestation.
Our routine was as follows: We rose about four thirty AM and went out to the yard where we lined up
according to our barracks and were counted. The capos (inmate supervisors) called out our numbers, to which
we had to answer. After both the counting and roll call by numbers verified that no one had escaped, we were
allowed to have breakfast. The morning meal consisted of what the Germans called ersatz kaffee, namely,
substitute coffee. I believe it was made of roasted grain that was ground and boiled like coffee. No other food
was given. After this sumptuous repast, we lined up again for Appell, where we were counted and lined up in
companies to be sent out to work.
There were two different work camps. For the most part, I was sent to the forest camp as a part of the
work group whose task was to build the airplane factory. We marched 2 kilometers to the work area with the SS
guards flanking us on both sides. Escape, of course, was impossible. Not only were we guarded by the SS with
great diligence, but by now we were in the middle of Germany. At work, the SS guarded the perimeter of the

building site, and the paramilitary construction company known as Organisation Tod supervised the work area
itself.
I was assigned to carry cement to the mixing machine. The cement mixer was a tall machine, about 15
feet high, which mixed gravel with cement. Two people hefted a sack of cement weighing 50 kilograms (about
100 pounds) onto my shoulders. My job was to climb the wooden planks to the top of the machine where others
took the bags, cut them open, and dumped the contents into the mixer.
We began work at seven in the morning and worked til noon when lunch was brought. Lunch consisted
of some sort of soup. Sometimes we were lucky and got bread soup. This concoction made of old, stale military
bread was somewhat sweet, because, I assume, it contained sugar. This was the most desired and best of all of
the lunches. Most of the time, however, lunch was an almost empty soup. I am not sure what it was made of; all
I remember is that it had no solids. We were given about one-half hour for lunch, after which we returned to
work.
At other times, I had an easier job. I was placed on top of the scaffolding, that is, the wooden frames into
which the cement was poured that would become the walls of the factory. We were handed long wooden poles,
and as the cement was poured, we continually stabbed the liquid cement. I assume this was done to eliminate air
pockets from the cement, to make sure that the walls were properly made and were strong.
It was fall, and the Alpine air was getting cold. In spite of all our troubles and torments, some of us
constructed a facsimile of a Jewish calendar, which revealed that the holy days of New Year (Rosh Hashanah)
and Yom Kippur had arrived. Although while I was still at home, in my late teens, I had begun questioning the
validity of religious beliefs and what I considered (in my youthful rebellion) senseless ritual laws, I nonetheless
had strong emotional ties to my history and to my people. I observed religious holidays, not because of fear of
heavenly punishment, but as a reaffirmation of my ethnicity. For instance, I had always fasted on Yom Kippur
(and still do today); therefore, even in the camp, I joined other

t eat my lunch. At

the same time, while I was working with the poles, jabbing the poured cement, others who remembered various
parts of the Yom Kippur services recited them aloud, and we repeated them. Praying was not only the way by
which we renewed our hopes for liberation but also our attempt to humanize ourselves.

Work was usually over by seven PM. We had to line up for another Appell before we marched the 2
kilometers from work back to camp. By the time we arrived, it usually was past eight

PM.

Back in camp, we

again had to line up to be counted, and thus, we never had our dinner before nine in the evening. Dinner usually
consisted of a bowl of potato soup and a loaf of bread. Lucky was the individual who got some potatoes in his
bowl. At first, four persons shared the military loaf of bread; but over time, as the end of the war approached,
the Germans reduced the size of our bread portion. Toward the end, eight persons shared a loaf. Since bread was

until we were
woken the next morning at four thirty.
By the fall of 1944, I decided that I would not work. Carrying cement was hard, and since our food was
not enough to support our bodies, many people died. While most died at night, some died at work, and we had
to carry them back with us to the camp. Every morning we examined our ankles to see whether they were
swelling. Edema was a sure sign that the heart and kidneys had weakened, and soon death would follow. I
decided to risk death by being shot for shirking work rather than to die slowly while working for the Germans.
Thus, when I arrived at the working place, I hid among the bushes that were growing right in the middle of the
work area. Although the work area was surrounded by military personnel, within the area there was some
degree of freedom of mobility. In the middle of the work area, the dense bushes provided a seemingly good
hiding place. Because early fall brought with it chilly weather, I needed some insulation from the biting chill.
The thin cotton outfit I wore was hardly adequate when the temperature went below 60° Fahrenheit. By late
September, in the foothills of the Alps, the temperature even in midday was quite low. For insulation, I gathered
discarded empty paper cement sacks and stuffed them under my jacket. These paper sacks served to insulate me
both from the chill in the air as well as from the cold ground. One day I made the mistake of inviting a boy from
my school to stay with me in the bushes. On that day I was quite miserable, for he constantly expressed out loud
his fear of being caught. Indeed, were we to have been discovered, we probably would have been shot. As for
myself, I accepted the possibility of death. I was able to hide

not because I was brave

but because if one

constantly faces death, as I did, one ceases to fear it. I accepted death, and I knew that if I were to continue to
carry sacks of cement, I surely would not survive.
I must relate here one incident that occurred when I was carrying cement on a night shift. This
experience reinforced my earlier realization that I should not judge people as a class but as individuals. The
night supervisor was a member of Organisation Tod. As I was carrying the cement bags, I started to shake and
became unable to walk straight. I was becoming very weak. I saw the supervisor coming toward me, and from
experience, I expected to feel the pain of the stick on my back. Instead, as he reached me, he took the cement
bag from my shoulders and told me to follow him. He went directly to his knapsack, from which he took out a
piece of bread, and instructed me to sit down to eat and rest. A little later, he approached me again, giving me a
broom, and told me to sweep the floor. Why he singled me out for special treatment I did not know.
Of all the members of my family who were with me, I was the only one engaged in hard physical labor.
Uncle Alexander was working as a physician in the makeshift hospital. He kept his son Gus with him as a
messenger boy and later took my father into the hospital as a patient. He employed both my uncles, Nathan and
Fabian, as clerks. The Germans gave him these privileges because they used him as their personal physician.
Because of my youth, he could not get the Germans to exempt me from labor.
In the late fall, we began to construct our winter homes. In the foothills of the Alps, the winters come
early, and the temperature drops precipitously. Our winter homes consisted of rectangular holes dug into the
ground. They were approximately 4 feet deep in the ground, 15 feet wide, somewhat longer across, and a total
of about 8 feet tall. The roof was made of wooden planks constructed in an inverted V-shape and were topped
off with earth. Packed earth served as insulation against both cold and rain. The floor was covered with straw to
serve as our beds. We slept on both sides of the room with the middle left open for a walkway. The place was
never heated, nor was there ever any wood to burn. On Christmas Eve 1944, another young inmate and I
sneaked out from our subterranean bunker to seek wood. We found some large logs, which we carried into the
bunker. We also stole a saw with which to cut the acquired logs. Since we did not have lights, we had to saw the
wood in darkness. The saw jumped out of the log and cut my left index finger. The cut did not heal, because my

body did not have enough nutrition for it. The wound remained open and festering until I was freed by the U.S.
forces and given food and vitamins.
It was too cold to work with cement, so they put us to cutting wood. Winter in the Alps was quite cold,
and since we now had wood, we made an open fire, which was against regulations. On one cold day working as
lumberjacks, I began to build a bonfire. At all times, we posted a lookout away from the fire to warn us of the
approach of a capo. However, one lookout chose to stay by the fire instead of watching for an approaching
capo. The head capo, a German who was brought from a prison where he was serving a sentence for murder,
found us all standing around the fire. When we were asked who made the fire, the failed lookout pointed to me.
The capo began to beat me with a heavy stick til I fell on the fire. Out of both pain and fear, I involuntarily
urinated in my pants and passed out.
In the spring of 1945, the war became directly visible to us. Twice daily, we noticed the airplanes that
were on their way to bomb Munich. At eleven in the morning, the planes of the U.S. Air Force flew directly
over our camp, and at night, British planes were on similar missions. There were times when the planes also
bombed the freight trains in the nearby city of Mühldorf. On such occasions, some people from the camp were
dispatched to help with clearing the debris caused by the bombing and repairing the destroyed rail lines.
On one such occasion, the returned workers brought with them, stuffed under their jackets, both uncured
tobacco and sugar. I was able to procure a portion of each. Because both the sugar and the tobacco were kept
together in a pouch created under their jackets, the sugar acquired a tobacco taste. Nonetheless, for the first time
since my internment, I had the pleasure of putting sugar into my morning coffee. We tried to cure the tobacco
leaves by boiling them and then hanging them to dry. We shredded the dried leaves and rolled them in
newspaper to form cigarettes. They were extremely strong and made us cough. Still, we kept on smoking til the
tobacco supply was exhausted. Of course, these cigarettes were harsh and gave us no pleasure. Why then did we
smoke? I do not know why others did, but in retrospect, I smoked because it rehumanized me. It brought me
back to my past, to my time at home when I smoked. Any activity that broke the routine of camp life, any
activity that was perceived by me as contrary to German authority, any activity that gave me some degree of

individualism, I perceived as desirable. This was, in a minor way, a form of rebellion, of my daring to challenge
the status quo.
These bombing raids also gave me my closest encounter to battlefield death. Near the camp was a
community cemetery, and occasionally some of us were assigned to dig graves for dead German civilians. It
was on one such occasion that an American bomber missed his target and released a bomb that fell directly in
my vicinity in the cemetery. I wedged myself between two mounds of dirt that formed two graves, listening to
the ever-increasing whistle of the falling bomb, awaiting what I considered the inevitable

death. The bomb

fell about 10 yards from where I pressed myself to the ground. I was lucky. I was too close to experience the

frighten me. By this time I had long anticipated my death, and hence, death and I were no strangers to each
other. In short, I became immune to the fear of dying.
In the spring of 1945, the rumors reached us that the Germans were losing on both eastern and western
fronts. Still, the SS in the camp acted as though nothing had changed. When Roosevelt died, I had an

, because the food
rations were becoming smaller. Our daily ration of bread was now down to ten persons per loaf. It was the end
of April when we came back from work and, standing at Appell, were informed that the next day we would be
shipped elsewhere. Only Christians and those in the hospital, declared the commandant, would remain in the
camp. I knew that the safest place would be with non-Jews. That evening I surreptitiously sneaked out from my
barracks and joined my family in the hospital.

FIVE
Liberation

It was a crisp, sunny morning when I was awakened in the hospital by the sound of rifle, machine gun,
and cannon fire. The date was May 2, 1945, the day the surviving members of my family (my father, three
uncles, and a cousin) and I were liberated from Mühldorf Wald Lager, the last of the concentration camps in
which we were interned.
For two days prior to my liberation, I hid in the camp hospital. I was not ill, that is, other than being a
90-pound weakling suffering from malnutrition and scurvy. It was a hospital in name only. It was a small
building with bunk beds for the sick, most of whom never got well. The absence of nutritious food and
medicine assured an inevitable fate of being dumped with the other dead into a mass grave. Most people were
never hospitalized. Frequently, we had to strip before a Nazi physician who determined the usefulness of the
inmates for labor. Those who, in his opinion, were too thin or lacked any strength were sent away to be gassed.
My family believed that our safest place, at least for the moment, was to remain in the camp with the Christians.
Of course, at that time we did not know that the Germans planned to pour gasoline on the hospital and burn it
together with its occupants. But for the moment, we felt that being together with Christians gave us some degree
of safety.
The next morning, I believe it was May 1st, the notorious freight cars arrived, and all the clearly located
Jews were taken away to an unknown destination and fate. Of course, regardless what reason the Germans gave
for transporting the Jewish inmates, we all knew that their plan was to implement the Final Solution, the
extermination of the Jews. As it turned out, most of the Jewish inmates on the train were not fated to die by
on, I learned from some
survivors what happened to that train in which many friends and schoolmates met their deaths. It was an ironic
fate that the train, in which a day earlier German soldiers had been taken to the battlefront, was now loaded with
Jews. Customarily, trains that carried soldiers to the battlefield were decorated with flowers and colored streams

victims rather than its soldiers. One of the survivors of the train related to me that, in their hearts, they knew
they were being taken to the Alps where the Germans intended to kill them. To the Germans, the killing of Jews
seemed to take precedence over even the war itself. Toward the end of the war, they had even diverted sorely
needed transportation from the war effort itself to the killing of Jews. To French pilots who patrolled this part of
Bavaria, a decorated train, or for that matter, any train, was fair game. French fighter pilots swooped down and
began strafing the train, now filled with Jewish captives. As the shooting began, the inmates jumped out of the
train, which by now was not guarded, waved their striped jackets, and the strafing stopped. It was too late. Half
of the Jewish inmates had been killed or seriously wounded.
Meanwhile, I was hiding, not knowing what my fate would be. But at least I was with my family. The
thought of death did not frighten me. I had lived with the idea for over a year, and death and I had become
frie

-ordained is pre-

ordained).
I cannot remember my last night in captivity. I remember waking up and hearing the thunder of distant
ndered to myself. My excitement for my anticipated liberation was,
however, short-lived. Into the room walked a young SS officer, his pistol still in its holster strapped to his
overcoat belt. He was wearing a class A uniform, and his boots were polished to a mirror shine. His demeanor
and his meticulous uniform belied the reality, namely, that both he and I were experiencing the end of the war, I
soon to be liberated and he, the loser.
did not sound like a question,
more a statement of fact, and still spoken with the arrogance so characteristic of SS officers.
x years of
gymnasium education.
He ha
others in the room sign

it, and have the
ed. The text he handed to me was an affidavit written in German,

asserting that he, whatever his name was, had been good to Jews and treated them with kindness.

truth was that my English was adequate, but the sound of nearby guns gave me the courage to refuse his
demand. To say that I was afraid is to minimize my feelings; I was extremely frightened. However, I was not
about to give this German, this SS, an easy way out for his evildoings. Thus, I dared to refuse him and waited
for the consequences. There were none. He turned around and walked out of the room.
For a while, no one dared to open the outer door and walk out of the hospital. This, as the Germans
would have stated, was strictly verboten. But soon, since it seemed very quiet outside, we opened the door a
crack. To our astonishment, there were no soldiers in sight. The bastions that just a while before had been
manned by German soldiers with machine guns stood empty. Was this the end of our enslavement? Was this
freedom? These questions raced through my mind.
Here we were in Germany, a strange people in a strange land. Where did we go from here? For over a
year, we lived like livestock. While we were aware of our situation, there was nothing that we could do. Earlier
in our internment, my father and I would dream of a better time in the future. We made postwar plans. But we
soon had forgotten about the future. We could not plan for a future, because we did not know whether there
would even be a future. We were not in control of our lives, and hence, we had never made any decisions.
We

and I am generalizing for all the inmates based on my personal experiences

lived for the moment. We

ate when food was given and did as we were told. And now, suddenly, we were free. We could, theoretically,
make decisions, but how could we implement those decisions, even if now we could make them?
The next few hours, all of us moved aimlessly, waiting for someone to take charge of our lives and tell
us what to do. Surely, I thought, we would not be abandoned.
We were free; the hated enemy was defeated; and yet no one cheered. There was no expression of joy or
jubilation among the survivors. Surely, one might have expected that the long-awaited freedom would be
welcomed with cheers or some form of vocal expressions of joy. But nothing like this occurred. We were in a
state of confusion. No one knew what to do. In short, we needed help.
It was not til early afternoon that we heard the clatter of a tank. I ran outside the gates of the camp,
happy that now someone knew of our existence. I was sure that help was on its way. There they were

one

on each shoulder looked at us with inquiring eyes.
Hesitatingly, as one who was not accustomed to speaking to author

one-half hour ago. A German we interrogated
mentioned that there is a camp nearby. In fact, we took the city of Mühldorf [only three miles from our camp]

In turn,

f

identifying myself as Schutzheftling #90,138. My introduction was my regeneration as a human being. A year
ago, my name had been taken from me and replaced by a number. I was, until now, a numbered object, a thing.
This was my renaissance, my rebirth as a human who was, like all humans, endowed with a name.
I looked at this young officer who, I assumed because of his name, was a Jew like me. I was grateful to
him for coming and liberating us from a sure fate of death. I was also very happy that here I was standing before
a Jewish officer. Can you imagine, I thought to myself, a Jew in command? I wanted to mark the occasion by
saying something extraordinary. But what could I say to this liberator? How could I thank the one who freed me
and all the other remaining Jews in the camp from deprivation and captivity? What profound words were there
to be uttered at a time like this? It was
handed me a pack of Camels.
Suddenly, I found myself surrounded by a group of inmates who now called themselves my friends.
til I found that I had only one

heard about camps from others who liberated them, but he had n

now. This was his first

experience with people half dead. I do not know what he thought upon encountering his fellow Jews. In the
camp there were still piles of dead who had not yet been thrown into the common grave. In retrospect, were I in

ad bones with

I, instead, responded to the volley of queries he sent my way. I told him where we came from and about
our lives, our starvation, our tortures, and of course, the dead and the dying. I explained to him our reduction to
subhuman existence, of being just one level above livestock. After all, no human, still conscious and endowed
with thought, could endure the mental and emotional anguish that we had to endure. To have a chance to live, to
exist at all

at least in my own case and I am sure this held true for others

thought, conscious belief, and hope

ot that we had lost all hope of survival and of liberation. We just had to reduce those
hopes to a subconscious level. For, harboring hopes of liberation and survival, which most of the time seemed
to be unattainable, coupled with the physical pain due to hunger and beating, would have been even more
unendurable.
I described to him our daily lives and the cruelty of the capos, including the particular brutality of the
main capo who at times beat us mercilessly.
At that moment, that selfsame capo, who had beaten me until I was unconscious, passed us. His physical
appearance was ample evidence for his being a residual from an earlier, subhuman species: 5 foot 3 inches and
completely simian; low brow, with arms, visible because of rolled-up sleeves, extremely long and hairy and
dangling below his knees. His arms were also bloody from having just butchered a cow. The sight of this
depraved and sadistic man, together with my description of his character, made a profound impression even on
this battle-hardened soldier.

one will mind if you kill him,
But how could I kill another human being? I had never even held a pistol in my hand. My only
experience with a weapon consisted of that brief encounter with a .22 caliber rifle when I was given military
training by the Hungarian Levente. But it was not my lack of experience alone that kept me from shooting and
killing this archenemy. Of course, I harbored great anger towards him, who had beaten me senseless with an ax

handle because I dared to make a fire on a very cold January day in the Alpine foothills. My reluctance to kill
another human being, even though my whole being at one level cried out for vengeance, was rooted deeply in
my psyche. My opposition to violence, particularly to killing animals from the position of a hunter, let alone to
killing another human being, was rooted in the values my parents had instilled in me. In Freudian terms,
opposition to violence was a core of my superego. Thus, neither the anti-Jewish laws that had made my life
difficult even before being taken to the camp, nor the camp experience itself, succeeded in erasing the values
that I had internalized. I could not kill, at least not at that moment when this simian-like man no longer
threatened my life. I could not kill for the sake of vengeance. At that moment I realized that my humanism,
rooted in Jewish values instilled in me by my parents, had not been erased by German brutality.

I have often felt I was a deviant compared to other survivors. It seemed that I did not have the capacity
to hate the Germans with the same intensity and ferocity that other Jews manifested right after liberation (and
that many still do today). Do not misunderstand me. I did not love them either. Of course, I hated the regime
and its philosophy that was the direct cause of my bitter experiences. They were the primary reason for the loss
of all that was important to me. I hated the Germans and Germany and the philosophy promulgated by
Nietzsche. I also hated the religious philosophy and beliefs that led to centuries of irrational anti-Semitism. At
the same time, I was not capable of hating the German individual with whom I came into contact, unless, of
course, I knew that they were part of the system that brought on this calamity to be called the Holocaust. But
even then, I could not have inflicted physical vengeance on them.
My refusal to shoot the capo and my lack of a capacity to hate the Germans with the ferocity that I
detected in others were not the result of conscious decisions or a thought-out philosophy. At the age of nineteen,
I lacked neither the insight nor the experience necessary for a philosophy of life. My feelings and responses
were, I am sure, the product of my childhood upbringing, a subconscious attitude introduced to me by my
father. Similarly, I believe that my decision to become a professor of sociology and my concern with
understanding the nature of morals and the concept of justice also had its roots in my early childhood
discussions with my father. It was during Saturday morning talks with him that I became inculcated with his

French socialist perspectives, rooted in the writings of Anatole France. His Penguin Island, for instance, on my
required list of reading, gave me an early understanding of human foibles.
As I was talking to the lieutenant, another one of th

l the soldier

that Obersturmbahnfuhrer

hldorf was part of the
Dachau complex.
I informed the lieutenant, who relayed the message to his headquarters. Soon, more soldiers arrived, and
a systematic search of the premises began. Weiss was found hiding in the basement of one of the military
barracks. His trip to Mühldorf was not pleasant. I was informed the next day by my new friend, the lieutenant,
that Weiss had been made to run ahead of the jeep, encouraged by occasional pokes from a baseball bat. He was
later tried in Nuremberg and found guilty and hanged with other war criminals.
The word must have spread about the liberation of our concentration camp, for shortly, a full-bird
colonel came to inspect the camp. Since I was the only person who spoke English, I was pressed into service as
translator and guide. He was a tall man, as I recollect, but I could hardly understand his accent. At school, I had
learned what is generally refe

Later in the afternoon of my day of liberation, we broke into the German warehouse. Its contents

could have sworn, had been made of equal measures of sawdust and ground-up straw. There was also an ample
store of butter and eggs. I, together with others, helped myself to the loot. I proudly brought my liberated
treasures to my father. Yet, in spite of his hunger and decimated condition
hundred pounds
b

his weight was less than one

he refused to eat it and cautioned me
in my youthful arrogance and impatience, I believed that having survived the

camps, I could not be hurt by a mere trifle such as food. I ate a magnificent meal of toast, butter, and scrambled
eggs. Later that night I paid the price; I was struck with diarrhea.
The morning after liberation, all the survivors were deloused. For over a year, all of us had suffered
from lice infestation. In the beginning of our imprisonment, we had tried to control the spread of these parasites.
Whenever the weather and the Germans permitted us, we not only washed the clothes that we wore but also
boiled them. But all our efforts were to no avail. The straw that was strewn on the floor of the bunker where we
lived and slept was filled with these creatures. After a while, we had gotten used to being lousy and accepted the
itching and biting as a normal part of life.
Through the gate came several trucks with barrels of white powder and pumps. I was again recruited for
translation duties. Speaking in Yiddish, I informed the inmates to line up for delousing. I remember the process
well. Soldiers with operating-room-like masks inserted the nozzle of the pump into our shirt and jacket sleeves
and proceeded to pump and spray white powder. The same process was repeated in the front and the back of our
shirts and pants. The effect was incredible. Suddenly it felt as though all hell had broken loose. For a few
seconds, I felt the lice scurry all over my body and then quit. This quiet, this absence of the usual itching and
biting, made me feel as though something normal was missing.
Were this a script for a Hollywood movie, it would end right here. The bad guys lost; the righteous
survived and were freed with the presumption that they would live happily ever after. True, we were freed from
the death camps; we no longer were under a previously ever-present death sentence. However, hardly any of the
survivors of the Nazi atrocities had that happily-ever-after outcome. For the majority of the survivors now faced
the almost insurmountable and insoluble problem of finding the balms that would alleviate the pains from the
loss of family, home, and hope. We were a people sans hope. In the following chapters, I attempt to present my
own life and my views as I struggled to regain some degree of normalcy.

SIX
The Hospital

The day after liberation, any sense of jubilation or elation that I might have felt the day earlier was now
completely gone. This seems to have been true for most Jewish survivors. I did not hear any jokes or any
cheerful conversation. Above all else, no one seemed to have any plans for the future. My father and I did not
discuss our future, for neither of us was sure what to do. For us, the main question was, should we return to
Munkacs, or should we just leave Europe for America?
It was not that we had not thought about the future. Early in our internment, in an effort to lessen the
impact of the experiences of people dying in the camp, my father and I thought that if we diverted our attention
from the present to the future by talking about life after the ordeal, our spirits would be lightened and our
depression lessened. We did this by discussing and projecting our lives after liberation. The plan for our future
was built around th

States

brother Saul resided. St. Louis was the place that the whole family had agreed, prior to our internment, would
serve as the contact point for all of us who survived. There, in St. Louis, my father proposed to open a
bookstore that would serve the literary desires of the various ethnic groups that make up America. I am sure
now that these dreams of the future were nothing but escapism, the kind of dreams that Freud called schnorer
träumen
Now, after the liberation, most of the survivors in the camp (including my father and me) were ill

both

physically and spiritually. We had neither the energy nor the clear mind necessary for decision making, let
alone to make life-altering decisions. We all suffered from various degrees of malnutrition. In addition to being
a 90-pound weakling, I also had scurvy. My gums were turning white from infection, which led to a loss of
bone holding my teeth. Wounds that I had sustained in the camp had not healed fully all during my internment
due to the lack of nutritious food.
Our bodies lacked the strength, or for that matter any capacity, for healing. It was only after our
liberation, when we began to receive nutritious food supplemented with vitamins, that the wounds we had

sustained earlier started to heal. And as our bodies started to heal, we hoped that our wounds of the spirit would
also start a healing process.
For some, liberation came too late. In spite of the great care we received from the liberating forces,
many liberated inmates continued to die. Their physical condition was so deteriorated that even the medical
remedies that were now available to us, such as antibiotics, could not keep them alive.

large building, a nunnery which the army had converted into a medical facility and rehabilitation center. The
nuns who had lived there were still there, albeit in smaller quarters, and they also served as nurses in this newly
established hospital. Again, we were in the care of others, and again we did not have control over our lives. The
fact was that there was nothing that we could do for ourselves. Our first task was to gain strength, and this we
did by eating mostly cream of wheat or other cooked cereals because, after long months of starvation, our
digestive system could not tolerate anything else. I was still suffering from diarrhea, the result of not heeding
on the day of liberation. We were also given massive
doses of vitamins to overcome past deficiencies and to supplement the extremely light diet of the present.
Becau
job was more than just that of translator. I also dealt with day-todid would today be called customer service. My task was to talk to the patients to try to explain the need for
various directives, to listen to their grievances, and to bring them to the attention of the major in charge of the
facility.
One of the great problems that I tried to solve was caused by American fraternization with German
women. About a week after our arrival at the hospital, a delegation of survivors headed by my Uncle Alexander
came to see me.
ou must speak with the major. We are

The war was over, and the physical and psychic energies that had previously been devoted by the
members of the U.S. Armed Forces to fighting and staying alive had now been freed; they were directed instead

toward the most basic of our male drives, sexual gratification. And opportunities were everywhere. The GIs
relationship with the German fräuleins, at least at that time, was solely directed to the satisfaction of their libido.
Right after the war, A

räuleins led neither to love nor to marriage. As members

of the conquering army, having surplus food at their disposal while the German population was going hungry,
the soldiers had ample opportunities to satisfy this basic drive. With cigarettes, food, and chocolates
of exchange

sexual gratification was easily attainable. The soldi

the coin

German women,

with the people that enslaved us and murdered our families, was perceived by the survivors as an affront to their
sensibilities.
Hence, it is quite understandable that about a week after having been in the hospital, the delegation
supposedly representing the patients came to see me. Their complaint was that the American soldiers working
in the hospitals were providing food, candies, and chocolates to the German women, and thus, in their view, the
GIs were giving comfort and succor to the enemy. Also, in their view, all Germans, regardless of age and
gender, dese
point of view, was not justified, at the same time, the law of antifraternization gave the case a legal status. It
was against military orders for Americans to fraternize with the former enemy.
Still, I felt that the delegation was making a mountain out of a molehill. In my youthful opinion, I

chocolates to German women was purely a business exchange. In fact, if anything, I considered the arrangement
to be a form of mental and emotional punishment. It was a part of the dehumanization of German women and a
form of retribution against German males. Many German women, because of their need for food, preferred the
company of GIs to German males.
The other complaint was, however, far more serious. According to information they had gotten, the
major in charge of the hospital had diverted penicillin, a scarce drug, from the hospital stock to treat his German
girlfriend. This was far more than mere fraternization that the army forbade. The diversion of drugs could have
meant that a survivor would have to forego life-saving treatments.

I tried to convince the delegation that it would be foolish to dwell on the issue of chocolates. After all, I
argued, this was merely a business exchange, payment for services rendered. Moreover, is not the need for
women to offer themselves for food and other commodities a form of puni
body for food a diminution of self-

hat the German women must feel when they,

the master race, not only have to face the shame of defeat but compound their shame by seeing their daughters
becoming dependent on a form of prostitution.

iluting the greater issue of the

drugs with such minor infractions as fraternization
I was faced with the problem of finding the best, most reasonable, and judicious way of handling the

charges against the major would be of little use. The war was over, and the troops had been given some slack. I
was sure that a formal charge would not only be whitewashed but it would also, most likely, lead to a
resentment of the complainers for having caused difficulties for an officer. It would be considered biting the
hand that fed us. I proposed to the delegation that the preferred solution would be to speak with the major
informa
about his use of penicillin, and it was never mentioned again.
The major and his German girlfriend, recovered from her pneumonia, remained together. Whether he
continued to provide her with any provisions or medicine from the hospital I do not know. In my studies of
Latin in the gymnasium, I came across the phrase: Quod licet Jovi non licet bovi (what Jupiter is allowed to do
the ox may not), or in military parlance: Rank has its privileges. I accepted the reality, if not the morality, of this
adage. I suppose that my uncle and other members of the delegation also realized what folly it would be to
ur recovery of
body and spirit.
How should I feel about and toward the Germans? Everyone around me publicly and frequently declared
utter hatred of the German people. I never discussed my feelings, my lack of hatred of Germans, with anyone,
not even with my father. With the exception of known Nazis, I could not develop the intense hatred for all
Germans that others were manifesting. The consequence of my feeling differently from other survivors resulted

in an overwhelming sense of guilt. I felt guilty because it seemed to me that there must be something deficient
Germans, have an
intense sense of hatred for all Germans? Why did I differ from other survivors in the hospital whose hatred was
intense, vocal, and vitriolic? Of course, I was angry at Germany, but I could not place the guilt for murder on
individual Germans. I felt that, in this regard, I stood alone, a deviant in the community of survivors. From their
perspective, there were no good Germans; collectively or individually, they were all guilty. On the other hand,
when I interacted with a German, unless I knew that he or she was directly related to the atrocities, I could not

one else. Being angry and hostile to Germans was the norm, the sine qua non of being a survivor. Many
survivors then and even today considered hating Germans and Germany a moral obligation. And yet, as I
interacted with Germans, regardless of with whom and in what capacity, I did have a sense of apprehension and
foreboding, caught in the midst of an approach-avoidance conflict. Because of this inner dilemma, I had, and
continue to have, difficulties interacting with Germans.
Of course, no one should forget what the Germans have done. The Nazi regime
postwar Germans claim, that Hitler ruled without the total support of his citizens

even if it was true, as

could have not accomplished

guilty. Still, and in spite of all that I knew about the Germans during the Nazi regime, I could not generate the
same degree of hate expressed by other survivors. In retrospect, I surmise that this was due to the values that my
parents and my Talmud teacher implanted in me. I had been indoctrinated into the rabbinic values that I
believed (and still believe) constitute the core of Jewish moral philosophy. Judgment should always be
mitigated with mercy. Nonetheless, I always had and continue to have difficulties making friends with
Germans, but at the same time I cannot carry a grudge forever. Because of a perspective that differed from most
of the survivors, i

this day to join various voluntary groups and associations of

survivors.
My knowledge of English, although adequate, was by no means fluent. But the few weeks that I worked
in the hospital improved my English, my American English. At the age of nineteen, I made friends with the GIs,

and because of their generosity in giving me cigarettes, reacquired a bad habit, smoking. My friends supplied
me with enough cigarettes that I could share with others, which made me a very important person.

