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In memory of

my parents and of my little sister, Tzipora E.W.

This new translation

in memory of

my grandparents, Abba, Sarah and Nachman,who aso vanished into that night

M.W.

Preface to the New Translation
by Elie Wiesel

IFIN MY LIFETIME | WAS TO WRITE only one book, this would be the one. Just as the past lingers in the
present, all my writ-ings after Night, including those that deal with biblical, Talmudic, or Hasidic
themes, profoundly bear its stamp, and cannot be understood if one has not read this very first of my
works.

Why did | write it?
Did | write it so as not to go mad or, on the contrary, to go mad in order to understand the nature of

madness, the immense, terrifying madness that had erupted in history and in the conscience of
mankind?



Wasit to leave behind alegacy of words, of memories, to help prevent history from repeating itself?

Or was it simply to preserve a record of the ordeal | endured as an adolescent, at an age when one's
knowledge of death and evil should be limited to what one discovers in literature?

There are those who tell me that | survived in order to writethis text. | am not convinced. | don't
know how | survived; | wasweak, rather shy; | did nothing to save myself. A miracle? Certainly not.
If heaven could or would perform a miracle for me, why not for others more deserving than myself?
It was nothing more than chance. However, having survived, | needed to give some meaning to my
survival. Was it to protect that meaning that | setto paper an experience inwhich nothing made any
sense?

In retrospect | must confess that | do not know, or no longer know, what | wanted to achieve with
my words. | only know that without this testimony, my life as a writeré€” or my life, perioda€”

would not have become what it is. that of a withess who believeshe has a mora obligation to try to
prevent the enemy from enjoy-ing one last victory by allowing his crimes to be erased from human
memory.

For today, thanks to recently discovered documents, the evidence shows that in the early days of their
accession to power, the Nazis in Germany set out to build a society in which there simply would be no
room for Jews. Toward the end of their reign, their goal changed: they decided to leave behind a
world in ruins in which Jews would seem never to have existed. That iswhy everywhere in Russia, in the
Ukraine, and in Lithuania, the Einsatz-gruppen carried out the Final Solution by turning their machine
guns on more than amillion Jews, men, women, and children, and throwing them into huge mass graves,
dug just moments before by the victims themselves. Special units would then disinter the corpses and
burn them. Thus, for the first time in history, Jewswere not only killed twice but denied burial in a
cemetery.

It is obvious that the war which Hitler and his accompliceswaged was a war not only against Jewish
men, women, and children, but also against Jewish religion, Jewish culture, Jewish tradition, therefore
Jewish memory.

CONVINCED THAT THI S PERIOD in history would be judged one day, | knew that | must bear
witness. | also knew that, whilel had many things to say, | did not have the words to say them.

Painfully aware of my limitations, | watched helplessly as language became an obstacle. It became clear
that it would be necessary to invent a new language. But how was one to rehabilitate and transform
words betrayed and perverted by the enemy?

Hunger&€” thirsta€” fear&€” transporta€” sel ection&€” firea€” chimney: these words all have intrinsic meaning,
but in those times, they meant something else. Writing in my mother tongued€”at that point close to
extinction&€”l would pause at every sentence, and start over and over again. | would conjure up other
verbs, other images, other silent cries. It still was not right. But what exactly was "it"? "It" was
something elusive, darkly shrouded for fear of being usurped, profaned. All the dictionary had to offer
seemed meager, pale, lifeless. Was there a way to describe the last journey in sealed cattle cars, the
last voyage toward the unknown? Or the discovery of a demented and glacial universe where to be
in-human was human, where disciplined, educated men in uniform came to kill, and innocent children
and weary old men came todie? Or the countless separations on a singlefiery night, the tearing apart
of entire families, entire communities? Or, incredibly, the vanishing of a beautiful, well-behaved little
Jewish girl with golden hair and a sad smile, murdered with her mother the very night of their
arrival? How was one to speak of them without trembling and a heart broken for all eternity?



Deep down, the witness knew then, as he does now, that his testimony would not be received. After
al, it deals with an event that sprang from the darkest zone of man. Only those who experienced
Auschwitz know what it was. Others will never know.

But would they at least understand?

Could men and women who consider it normal to assist theweak, to hea the sick, to protect small
children, and to respect the wisdom of their elders understand what happened there?

Would they be able to comprehend how, within that cursed universe, the masters tortured the weak
and massacred the children, the sick, and the old?

And yet, having lived through this experience, one could not keep silent no matter how difficult, if
not impossible, it was to speak.

And so | persevered. And trusted the silence that envelops and transcends words. Knowing al the
while that any one of the fields of ashes in Birkenau carries more weight than al the testimonies
about Birkenau. For, despite al my attempts to articulate the unspeakable, "it" is still not right.

Is that why my manuscripté€”written in Yiddish as "And the World Remained Silent" and trandated
first into French, theninto Englisha€’was rejected by every maor publisher, French and American,
despite the tireless efforts of the great Catholic French writer and Nobel laureste FranA8ois Mauriac?
After months and months of persona visits, letters, and telephone calls, he finally succeeded in getting
it into print.

Though | made numerous cuts, the original Yiddish version still was long. JA©rA me Lindon, the
legendary head of the small but prestigious A%oditions de Minuit, edited and further cut the French
version. | accepted his decision because | worried that some things might be superfluous. Substance
alone mattered. | wasmore afraid of having said too much than too little.

Example: in the Yiddish version, the narrative opens with these cynical musings:

In the beginning there was faith&€ which is childish; trusté€”which is vain; and illusion&€’which is
dangerous.

We believed in God, trusted in man, and lived with the illusion that every one of us has been entrusted
with a sacred spark from the Shekhinah's flame; that every one of us carries in hiseyesand in his
soul areflection of God's image.

That was the source if not the cause of al our ordeals.

Other passages from the original Yiddish text had more on the death of my father and on the
Liberation. Why not include thosein this new trandation? Too persona, too private, perhaps, they
need to remain between the lines. And y et &

| remember that night, the most horrendous of my life:

&€lEliezer, my son, comeherea€ | want to tell yousomethinga€E Onlytoyou &€ Come, don't
leave me alonea€iEliezeréa€)"

| heard his voice, grasped the meaning of his words and thetragic dimension of the moment, yet |
did not move.



It had been his last wish to have me next to him in his agony, at the moment when his soul was
tearing itself from his lacerated body&€’yet | did not let him have his wish.

| was afraid.

Afraid of the blows.

That was why | remained deaf to hiscries.

Instead of sacrificing my miserable life and rushing to hisside, taking his hand, reassuring him,
showing him that he was not abandoned, that | was near him, that | felt hissorrow, instead of all that,
| remained flat on my back, asking God to make my father stop calling my name, to make him stop
crying. So afraid was| to incur the wrath of the SS.

In fact, my father was no longer conscious.

Yet his plaintive, harrowing voice went on piercing the silence and calling me, nobody but me.

"Well?' The SS had flown into a rage and was striking my father on the head: "Be quiet, old man!
Be quiet!"

My father no longer felt the club's blows; | did. Andyet| did not react. | let the SS beat my father, |
left him aone in the clutches of death. Worse: | was angry with him for having been noisy, for
having cried, for provoking thewrath of the SS.

"Eliezer! Eliezer! Come, don't leavemeal one &€ "
His voice had reached me from so far away, from so close. But| had not moved.
| shall never forgive mysalf.

Nor shall | ever forgive the world for having pushed meagainst the wall, for having turned me into
a stranger, for having awakened in me the basest, most primitive instincts.

His last word had been my name. A summons. And | had not responded.

In the Yiddish version, the narrative does not end with the image in the mirror, but with a gloomy
meditation on the present: And now, scarcely ten years after Buchenwald, | redlize that the world
forgets quickly. Today, Germany is a sovereign state. T he German Army has been resuscitated. Use
Koch, the notorious sadistic monster of Buchenwald, was allowed to have children and live happily
ever after &\ W ar criminals stroll through the streets of Hamburg and Munich. T he past seems to
have been erased, relegated to oblivion.

Today, there are anti-Semites in Germany, France, and eventhe United States who tell the world that
the "story" of six million assassinated Jews is nothing but a hoax, and many people, not knowing
any better, may well believe them, if not today thentomorrow or the day af ter &€

| am not so naive as to believe that this slim volume will change the course of history or shake the
conscience of theworld.

Books no longer have the power they once did.



Those who kept silent yesterday will remain silent tomorrow.

T HE READER would be entitled to ask: Why this new trandation, since the earlier one has been
around for forty-five years? If it isnot faithful or not good enough, why did | wait so long to replace it
with one better and closer to the original?

In response, | would say only that back then, | was an unknown writer who was just getting started.
My English was far from good. When my British publisher told me that he had found a translator, | was
pleased. | later read the trandation and it seemed all right. | never reread it. Since then, many of my
other works have been trandated by Marion, my wife, who knows my voice and how to transmit it
better than anyone else. | am fortunate: when Farrar, Straus and Giroux asked her to prepare a new
tranglation, she accepted. | am convinced that the readers will appreciate her work. In fact, as a result of her
rigorous editing, | was able to correct and revise a number of important details.

And so, as | reread this text written so long ago, | am glad that | did not wait any longer. And yet, | till
wonder: Have | used the right words? | speak of my first night over there. T h e discovery of the redlity
inside the barbed wire. The warnings of a "veteran”

inmate, counseling my father and myself to lie about our ages: my father was to make himself younger,
and | older. The selection.

The march toward the chimneys looming in the distance under an indifferent sky. The infants thrown
into fiery ditches&€ | did not say that they were alive, but that was what | thought. But then |
convinced myself: no, they were dead, otherwise | surely would have lost my mind. And yet fellow
inmates aso saw them; they were alive when they were thrown into the flames. Historians, among
them Telford Taylor, confirmed it. And yet somehow | did not lose my mind.

BEFORE CONCLUDING this introduction, | believe it important to emphasize how strongly | feel that
books, just like people, have adestiny. Some invite sorrow, othersjoy, some both.

Earlier, 1 described the difficulties encountered by Night before its publication in French, forty-seven
years ago. Despite overwhelmingly favorable reviews, the book sold poorly. The subject was considered
morbid and interested no one. If a rabbi happened to mention the book in his sermon, there were
always people ready to complain that it was senseless to "burden our children with the tragedies of the
Jewish past.”

Since then, much has changed. Night has been recelved inways that | never expected. Today,
students in high schools and collegesin the United States and elsewhere read it as part of their curriculum.

How to explain this phenomenon? First of al, there has been a powerful change in the public's
attitude. In the fifties and sixties, adults born before or during World War 11 showed a careless and
patronizing indifference toward what is so inade-quately called the Holocaust. That is no longer true.

Back then, few publishers had the courage to publish bookson that subject.

Today, such works are on most book lists. The sameistrue in academia. Back then, few schools offered
courses on the subject.

Today, many do. And, strangely, those courses are particularly popular. The topic of Auschwitz has
become part of mainstream culture. There arefilms, plays, novels, international conferences, exhibitions,
annual ceremonies with the participation of the nation's officialdom. T he most striking example is
that of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C.; it has received more than



twenty-two million visitors since itsinauguration in 1993.

This may be because the public knows that the number of survivors is shrinking daily, and is
fascinated by the idea of sharing memories that will soon be lost. For in the end, it is al about
memory, its sources and its magnitude, and, of course, its consequences.

For the survivor who chooses to testify, it is clear: his duty isto bear witness for the dead and for the living.
He has noright to deprive future generations of a past that belongs to our collective memory. To
forget would be not only dangerous but offensive; to forget the dead would be akin to killing them a
second time.

SOMETIMES | AM ASKED if I know "the response to Auschwitz"; | answer that not only do | not
know it, but that | don't even know if a tragedy of this magnitude has a response. What | do know is
that there is "response” in responsibility. When we speak of thiseraof evil and darkness, so close and
yet so distant, "responsibility” isthe key word.

T he witness has forced himself to testify. For the youth of today, for the children who will be born
tomorrow. He does not want his past to become their future.

E.W.

Foreword
by FranA§ ois Mauriac

FOREIGN JOURNALISTS frequently come to see me. | am wary of them, torn as | am between my desire
to speak tothem freely and the fear of putting weapons into the hands of interviewers whose attitude
toward France | do not know. During these encounters, | tend to be on my guard.

That particular morning, the young Jew who came to interview me on behalf of a Tel Aviv daily won
me over from the first moment. Our conversation very quickly became more personal.

Soon | was sharing with him memories from the time of the Occupation. It is not adways the events that
have touched us personally that affect us the most. | confided to my young visitor that nothing | had
witnessed during that dark period had marked me asdeeply as the image of cattle cars filled with
Jewish children at the Austerlitz train stationa€lY et | did not even see them with my own eyes.
It was my wife who described them to me, still under the shock of the horror she had felt. At that time
we knew nothing about the Nazis extermination methods. And who could have imagined such things!
But these lambs torn from their mothers, that was an outrage far beyond anything we would have
thought possible. | believe that on that day, | first became aware of the mystery of the iniquity whose
exposure marked the end of an era and the beginning of another. T he dream conceived by Western
man in the eighteenth century, whose dawn he thought he had glimpsed in 1789, and which until August
2, 1914, had become stronger with the advent of the Enlightenment and scien-tific discoveriesa€”that
dream finally vanished for me before those trainloads of small children. And yet | was still thousands of
milesaway from imagining that these children were destined to feed the gas chambers and crematoria

This, then, was what | probably told this journalist. And when | said, with a sigh, "I have thought of
these children so many times!" he told me, "I was one of them." He was one of them!

He had seen his mother, a beloved little sister, and most of hisfamily, except his father and two
other sisters, disappear in afurnace fueled by living creatures. As for his father, the boy had to



witness his martyrdom day after day and, finally, his agony and death. And what a death! The
circumstances of it are narrated in this book, and | shall allow readers&€”who should be as numerous as
those reading The Diary of Anne Frank&€”to discover them for themselves as well as by what miracle
the child himself escaped.

| maintain therefore that this personal record, coming as it does after so many others and describing an
abomination such as we might have thought no longer had any secrets for us, is different, distinct, and
unique nevertheless. The fate of the Jews of the small town in Transylvaniacaled Sighet; their blindness as
they confronted a destiny from which they would have still had time to flee; the inconceivable
passivity with which they surrendered to it, deaf to the warnings and pleas of a witness who, having
escaped the massacre, relates to them what he has seen with hisown eyes, but they refuse to believe
him and call him a madman&€’this set of circumstances would surely have sufficed to in-spire a
book to which, | believe, no other can be compared.

It is, however, another aspect of this extraordinary book that has held my attention. T he child who
tells us his story here wasone of God's chosen. From the time he began to think, he lived only for
God, studying the Talmud, eager to be initiated into the Kabbalah, wholly dedicated to the Almighty.
Have we ever considered the consequence of a less visible, less striking abomination, yet the worst of
al, for those of us who have faith: the death of God in the soul of achild who suddenly faces
absolute evil?

Let us try to imagine what goes on in his mind as his eyeswatch rings of black smoke unfurl in
the sky, smoke that em-anates from the furnaces into which his little sister and his mother had been
thrown after thousands of other victims: Never shall | forget that night, the first night in camp, that turned
my life into one long night seven times sealed.

Never shal | forget that smoke.

Never shall | forget the small faces of the children whose bodies| saw transformed into smoke under a
silent sky.

Never shal | forget those flames that consumed my faith forever.

Never shall | forget the nocturnal silence that deprived mefor all eternity of the desireto live.

Never shall | forget those moments that murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreamsto ashes.

Never shall | forget those things, even were | condemned to live aslong as God Himself.

Never.

It was then that | understood what had first appealed to me about this young Jew: the gaze of a
Lazarus risen from the dead yet <till held captive in the somber regions into which he had strayed,
stumbling over desecrated corpses. For him, Nietzsche's cry articulated an almost physical reality: God is
dead, the God of love, of gentleness and consolation, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had, under the
watchful gaze of this child, vanished forever into the smoke of the human holocaust demanded by the
Race, the most voracious of all idols.

And how many devout Jews endured such a death? On that most horrible day, even among all those
other bad days, when the child witnessed the hanging (yes!) of another child who, he tellsus, had the

face of a sad angel, he heard someone behind him groan:

"For God's sake, where is God?'



And from within me, | heard a voice answer:
"Where He is? This is where&€”hanging here from this gallows."

On the last day of the Jewish year, the child is present at the solemn ceremony of Rosh Hashanah.
He hears thousands of slaves cry out in unison, "Blessed be the Almighty!" Not so long ago, he too would
have knelt down, and with such worship, such awe, such love! But this day, he does not kneel, he
stands. T hehuman creature, humiliated and offended in ways that are inconceivable to the mind or
the heart, defies the blind and deaf divinity.

| nolonger pleaded for anything. 1 was no longer able to lament.

On the contrary, | felt very strong. | wasthe accuser, God the accused. My eyes had opened and | was
alone, terribly alone in aworld without God, without man. Without love or mercy. | wasnothing but
ashes now, but | felt myself to be stronger than this Almighty to whom my life had been bound for
so long. In the midst of these men assembled for prayer, | felt like an observer, a stranger.

And |, who believe that God is love, what answer was there to give my young interlocutor whose dark eyes
still held the reflection of the angelic sadness that had appeared one day on the face of a hanged
child? What did | say to him? Did | speak to him of that other Jew, this crucified brother who perhaps
resembled him and whose cross conquered the world? Did | explain to him that what had been a
stumbling block for his faith had become a cor-nerstone for mine? And that the connection between
the cross and human suffering remains, in my view, the key to the unfath-omable mystery in which the
faith of his childhood was lost? And yet, Zion has risen up again out of the crematoria and the
slaughterhouses. The Jewish nation has been resurrected from among its thousands of dead. It is they
who have given it new life. We do not know the worth of one single drop of blood, one single tear.

All is grace. If the Almighty is the Almighty, the last word for each of us belongs to Him. That is what |
should have said to the Jewish child. But all | could do was embrace him and weep.

Night

THEY CALLED HIM Moishe the Beadle, asif hisentire life he had never had a surname. He was the
jack-of-all-trades in aHasidic house of prayer, a shtibl. T h e Jews of Sigheté€” the little town in Transylvania
where | spent my childhood&€” were fond of him. He was poor and lived in utter penury.

As a rule, our townspeople, while they did help the needy, did not particularly like them. Moishe the
Beadle was the excep-tion. He stayed out of people's way. His presence bothered no one. He had
mastered the art of rendering himself insignificant, invisible.

Physically, he was as awkward as a clown. His waiflike shyness made people smile. As for me, | liked his
wide, dreamy eyes, gaz-ing off into the distance. He spoke little. He sang, or rather he chanted, and
the few snatches | caught here and there spoke of divine suffering, of the Shekhinah in Exile, where,
according to Kabbalah, it awaits its redemption linked to that of man.

| met himin 1941. | was amost thirteen and deeply observant.



By day | studied Tamud and by night | would run to the synagogue to weep over the destruction of
the Temple.
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One day | asked my father to find me a master who could guide me in my studies of Kabbalah. "Y ou
are too young for that.

Maimonides tells us that one must be thirty before venturing into the world of mysticism, a world
fraught with peril. First you must study the basic subjects, thoseyou are able to comprehend.”

My father was acultured man, rather unsentimental. He rarely displayed his feelings, not even within
his family, and was moreinvolved with the welfare of others than with that of his own kin.

The Jewish community of Sighet held him in highest esteem; his advice on public and even private
matters was frequently sought.

There were four of us children. Hilda, the eldest; then Bea; | wasthe third and the only son; Tziporawas
the youngest.

My parents ran a store. Hilda and Bea helped with the work.
Asfor me, my place wasin the house of study, or so they said.
"There are no Kabbalists in Sighet,” my father would oftentell me.

He wanted to drive the idea of studying Kabbalah from my mind. Invain. | succeeded on my ownin
finding amaster for myself in the person of Moishe the Beadle.



He had watched meone day as | prayed at dusk.
"Why do you cry when you pray?' he asked, as though he knew mewell.
"I don't know," | answered, troubled.

| had never asked myself that question. | cried because because something inside me felt the need to
cry. That was al | knew.

"Why do you pray?' heasked after amoment.

Why did | pray? Strange question. Why did | live? Why did | breathe?
"I don't know," | told him, even moretroubled and ill at ease.

"l don't know."

From that day on, | saw him often. He explained to me, with 4

great emphasis, that every question possessed a power that waslost in the answeré€;

Man comes closer to God through the questions he asks Him, he liked to say. Therein lies true
dialogue. Man asks and God replies. But we don't understand His replies. We cannot understand
them. Because they dwell in the depths of our souls and remain there until we die. The real answers,
Eliezer, you will find only within yourself.

"And why do you pray, Moishe?" | asked him.
"I pray to the God within me for the strength to ask Him thereal questions.”

We spoke that way almost every evening, remaining in the synagogue long after all the faithful had
gone, sitting in the semi-darkness where only a few half-burnt candles provided a flicker-ing light.

One evening, | told him how unhappy | was not to be able tofind in Sighet a master to teach me
the Zohar, the Kabbalistic works, the secrets of Jewish mysticism. He smiled indulgently.

After along silence, he said, "There are athousand and one gates alowing entry into the orchard of
mystical truth. Every human being has his own gate. He must not err and wish to enter the orchard
through a gate other than his own. That would present adanger not only for the one entering but
aso for those who areaready inside."

And Moishe the Beadle, the poorest of the poor of Sighet, spoke to me for hours on end about the
Kabbalah's revelations and its mysteries. Thus began my initiation. Together we would read, over and
over again, the same page of the Zohar. Not to learnit by heart but to discover within the very essence of
divinity.

And in the course of those evenings | became convinced that Moishe the Beadle would help me enter
eternity, into that timewhen question and answer would become ON E.

5



AND THEN, one day al foreign Jews were expelled from Sighet.
And Moishe the Beadle was aforeigner.

Crammed into cattle cars by the Hungarian police, they cried silently. Standing on the station
platform, we too were crying.

The train disappeared over the horizon; al that was left was thick, dirty smoke.
Behind me, someone said, sighing, "What do you expect?
That's w ar & "

The deportees were quickly forgotten. A few days after they left, it was rumored that they were in
Galicia, working, and eventhat they were content with their fate.

Days went by. Then weeks and months. Life was normal again. A calm, reassuring wind blew
through our homes. The shopkeepers were doing good business, the students lived among their books,
and the children played in the streets.

One day, as | was about to enter the synagogue, | saw Moishe the Beadle sitting on a bench near the
entrance.

He told me what had happened to him and his companions.

The train with the deportees had crossed the Hungarian border and, once in Polish territory, had been
taken over by the Gestapo.

The train had stopped. The Jews were ordered to get off and onto waiting trucks. The trucks headed
toward a forest. There everybody was ordered to get out. They were forced to dig huge trenches.
When they had finished their work, the men from the Gestapo began theirs. Without passion or haste,
they shot their prisoners, who were forced to approach the trench one by one and offer their necks. Infants
were tossed intothe air and used as targets for the machine guns. Thistook place in the Galician forest,
near Kolo-may. How had he, Moishethe Beadle, been able to escape? By amiracle. He was wounded
in the leg and left for deada€!
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Day after day, night after night, he went from one Jewish house to the next, telling his story and
that of Malka, the young girl who lay dying for three days, and that of Tobie, the tailor who begged to die
before his sonswere killed.

Moishe was not the same. The joy in his eyes was gone. He no longer sang. He no longer mentioned either
God or Kabbalah. He spoke only of what he had seen. But people not only refused to believe his tales,
they refused to listen. Some even insinuated that he only wanted their pity, that he was imagining
things. Othersflatly said that he had gone mad.

Asfor Moishe, hewept and pleaded:



"Jews, listen to me! That'sall | ask of you. No money. No pity.
Just listen to mel" he kept shouting in synagogue, between the prayer at dusk and the evening prayer.

Even | did not believe him. | often sat with him, after services, and listened to his tales, trying to
understand his grief. But al | felt was pity.

"They think I'm mad," he whispered, and tears, like drops of wax, flowed from his eyes.

Once, | asked him the question: "Why do you want people to believe you so much? In your place | would
not care whether they believed me or not &€ "

He closed his eyes, asif to escape time.

"You don't understand,” he said in despair. "You cannot understand. | was saved miraculoudly. |
succeeded in coming back. Where did | get my strength? | wanted to return to Sighet to describe to
you my death so that you might ready yourselves while thereis still time. Life? | no longer care to live. |
am aone. But | wanted to come back towarnyou. Only noone is listening to me &€"

This was toward the end of 1942.

Thereafter, life seemed norma once again. London radio, which we listened to every evening,
announced encouraging 7

news. the daily bombings of Germany and Stalingrad, the preparation of the Second Front. And so we,
the Jews of Sighet, waited for better days that surely were soon to come.

| continued to devote myself to my studies, Talmud during the day and Kabbalah at night. My father
took care of hisbusinessand the community. My grandfather came to spend Rosh Hashanah with us so

as to attend the services of the celebrated Rebbe of Borsche. My mother was beginning to think it was
high time to find an appropriate match for Hilda.

Thus passed the year 1943.

SPRING 1944. Splendid news from the Russian Front. There could no longer be any doubt:
Germany would be defeated. It wasonly a matter of time, months or weeks, perhaps.

The trees were in bloom. It was a year like so many others, with its spring, its engagements, its
weddings, and its births.

The people were saying, "The Red Army is advancing withgiantstridesé&Hitlerwill not be
able to harm us, even if hewants t o &} "

Y es, we even doubted his resolve to exterminate us.

Annihilate an entire people? Wipe out a population dispersed throughout so many nations? So many
millions of people! By what means? In the middle of the twentieth century!

And thus my elders concerned themselves with all manner of thingsa€” strategy, diplomacy, palitics,
and Zionism&E’but not with their own fate.



Even Moishe the Beadle had fallen slent. He was weary of taking. He would drift through
synagogue or through the streets, hunched over, eyes cast down, avoiding people's gaze.

In those days it was still possible to buy emigration certificates 8

to Palestine. | had asked my father to sell everything, to liquidate everything, and to leave.

"I am tooold, my son,"” he answered. "Tooold to start a new life. Too old to start from scratch in some
distantl anda€ "

Budapest radio announced that the Fascist party had seized power. The regent MiklA3s Horthy was
forced to ask a leader of the pro-Nazi Nyilasparty to form a new government.

Yet we still were not worried. Of course we had heard of the Fascists, but it wasall in the abstract. It
meant nothing more to usthan achange of ministry.

The next day brought really disquieting news. German troops had penetrated Hungarian territory with
the government's approval.

Finaly, people began to worry in earnest. One of my friends, Moishe Chaim Berkowitz, returned from
the capital for Passover and told us, "The Jews of Budapest live inan atmosphere of fear and terror.
Anti-Semitic acts take place every day, in the streets, on the trains. The Fascists attack Jewish stores,
synagogues. T h e situation is becoming very seri ouséa€ "

The news spread through Sighet like wildfire. Soon that wasall peopletalked about. But not for long.
Optimism soon revived: The Germanswill not come this far. They will stay in Budapest.

For strategic reasons, for political reasons &€,
In less than three days, German Army vehicles made their appearance on our streets.

ANGUISH. German soldiersa€’with their steel helmets and their death’'s-head emblem. Still, our first
impressions of the Germans were rather reassuring. The officers were billeted in private homes, even
in Jewish homes. Their attitude toward their hostswas distant but polite. They never demanded the
impossible, 9

made no offensive remarks, and sometimes even smiled at thelady of the house. A German officer
lodged in the Kahns house across the street from us. We were told he was a charming man, cam,
likable, and polite. Three days after he moved in, he brought Mrs. Kahn a box of chocolates. The
optimists were jubi-lant: "Well? What did we tell you? You wouldn't believe us. There they are, your
Germans. What do you say now? Where is their famous cruelty?’

The Germans were aready in our town, the Fascists were aready in power, the verdict was aready
outé€”’and the Jews of Sighet were still smiling.

THE EIGHT DAYS of Passover.

The weather was sublime. My mother was busy in thekitchen. The synagogues were no longer open.



People gathered in private homes. no need to provoke the Germans.
Almost every rabbi's home became a house of prayer.

We drank, we ate, we sang. The Bible commands us to rejoice during the eight days of celebration, but
our hearts were not in it.

We wished the holiday would end so as not to have to pretend.

On the seventh day of Passover, the curtain finally rose: the Germans arrested the leaders of the
Jewish community.

From that moment on, everything happened very quickly.

The race toward death had begun.

First edict: Jewswere prohibited from leaving their residencesfor three days, under penalty of death.
Moishe the Beadle came running to our house.

"I warned you," he shouted. And left without waiting for aresponse.

The same day, the Hungarian police burst into every Jewish home in town: aJew was henceforth
forbidden to own gold, jew-10

elry, or any valuables. Everything had to be handed over to the authorities, under penalty of death.
My father went down to the cellar and buried our savings.

As for my mother, she went on tendingto the many chores in the house. Sometimes she would stop and
gaze at usin silence.

Three days later, a new decree: every Jew had to wear the yellow star.

Some prominent members of the community came to consult with my father, who had connections at
the upper levels of the Hungarian police; they wanted to know what he thought of the situation. My
father's view was that it was not all bleak, or perhaps he just did not want to discourage the others,
to throw salt on their wounds:

"Theyellow star? Sowhat? It'snot | ethal &} "

(Poor Father! Of what then did you die?)

But new edicts were already being issued. We no longer had the right to frequent restaurants or cafes, to
travel by rail, to attend synagogue, to be on the streets after six o'clock in the evening.

Then came the ghettos.

TWO GHETTOS were created in Sighet. A large one in the center of town occupied four streets, and
another smaller one extended over several alleyways on the outskirts of town. The street welived on,
Serpent Street, was in the first ghetto. We therefore could remain in our house. But, as it occupied a
corner, the windows facing the street outside the ghetto had to be sealed. We gave some of our



rooms to relatives who had been driven out of their homes.

Little by little life returned to "normal.” The barbed wire that encircled us like awall did not fill us with real
fear. In fact, wefelt this was not a bad thing; we were entirely among ourselves. A 11

small Jewishrepublic&€E A Jewish Council was appointed, aswell as a Jewish police force, a welfare
agency, a labor committee, ahealth agency&€”awhole governmental apparatus.

People thought this was a good thing. We would no longer have to look at al those hostile faces,
endure those hate-filled stares. No more fear. No more anguish. We would live among Jews, among
brothersa€;

Of course, there dtill were unpleasant moments. Every day, the Germans came looking for men to
load coa into the military trains. Volunteers for this kind of work were few. But apart from that, the
atmosphere was oddly peaceful and reassuring.

Most people thought that we would remain in the ghetto until the end of the war, until the arrival of
the Red Army. Afterward everything would be as before. The ghetto was ruled by neither German nor
Jew; it was ruled by delusion.

SOME TWO W EEK S before Shavuot. A sunny spring day, people strolled seemingly carefree
through the crowded streets. They exchanged cheerful greetings. Children played games, rolling
hazelnuts on the sidewaks. Some schoolmates and | were in Ezra Malik's garden studying a Tamudic
treatise.

Night fell. Some twenty people had gathered in our courtyard.

My father was sharing some anecdotes and holding forth on hisopinion of the situation. Hewas a
good storyteller.

Suddenly, the gate opened, and Stern, a former shopkeeper who now was a policeman, entered and took
my father aside. Despite the growing darkness, | could see my father turn pale.

"What's wrong?"' we asked.

"I dont know. | have been summoned to a special meeting of the Council. Something must have
happened.”

The story he had interrupted would remain unfinished.
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"I'm going right now," he said. "I'll return as soon as possible.
I'll tell you everything. Wait for me."

We were ready to wait as long as necessary. The courtyard turned into something like an
antechamber to an operating room.



We stood, waiting for the door to open. Neighbors, hearing the rumors, had joined us. We stared at our
watches. Time had slowed down. What was the meaning of such along session?

"I have abad feding,” said my mother. "This afternoon | saw new faces in the ghetto. Two German
officers, | believe they were Gestapo. Since we've been here, we have not seen a single officeré€}”

It was close to midnight. Nobody felt like going to sleep, though some people briefly went to check on
their homes. Others left but asked to be called as soon as my father returned.

At last, the door opened and he appeared. His face wasdrained of color. Hewas quickly surrounded.
"Tell us. Tell uswhat's happening! Say somethinga€ "

At that moment, we were so anxious to hear something encouraging, a few words telling us that there
was nothing to worry about, that the meeting had been routine, just a review of welfareand healthpr o
blemsé&€E Butone glance a my father's face left no doubt.

"The news is terrible," he said at last. And then one word:

"Transports."

The ghetto was to be liquidated entirely. Departures were to take place street by street, starting the
next day.

We wanted to know everything, every detail. We were stunned, yet we wanted to fully absorb the
bitter news.

"Where will they take us?’

That was a secret. A secret for al, except one: the president of the Jewish Council. But he would not tell,
or could not tell. T heGestapo had threatened to shoot him if he talked.
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"There are rumors,” my father said, his voice breaking, "that we are being taken somewhere in
Hungary to work in the brick factories. It seemsthat here, we aretoo closetothefront &€l "

After a moment's silence, he added:

"Each of us will be allowed to bring his personal belong-ings. A backpack, some food, a few items
of clothing. Nothing else.”

Again, heavy silence.
"Go and wake the neighbors,” said my father. "They must getready &€ "
The shadows around me roused themselves as if from a deep sleep and left silently in every direction.

FOR A MOMENT, we remained aone. Suddenly Batia Reich, arelative who lived with us, entered the
room: "Someone is knocking at the sealed window, the one that faces outside!"



It was only after the war that | found out who had knocked that night. It was an inspector of the
Hungarian police, afriend of my father's. Before we entered the ghetto, he had told us, "Don't worry.
I'll warn you if thereis danger." Had he been able to speak to us that night, we might still have been able
to fleed€But by the time we succeeded in opening the window, it was too late.

There was nobody outside.
THE GHETTO was awake. One after the other, the lights were going on behind the windows.

| went into the house of one of my father's friends. | woke the head of the household, amanwith agray
beard and the gaze of adreamer. His back was hunched over from untold nights spent studying.

14

"Get up, sir, get up! You must ready yourself for the journey.

Tomorrow you will be expelled, you and your family, you and all the other Jews. Where to? Please don't
ask me, sir, don't ask questions. God alone could answer you. For heaven's sake, get u p &€} "

He had noideawhat | was talking about. He probably thought | had lost my mind.

"What are you saying? Get ready for thejourney? What journey? Why? What is happening? Have you
gone mad?"

Half asleep, he was staring at me, his eyes filled with terror, as though he expected me to burst out
laughing and tell him to goback to bed. To sleep. To dream. That nothing had happened. It was all
in jesta€;

My throat was dry and thewords were choking me, paralyzing my lips. There was nothing elseto say.
At last he understood. He got out of bed and began to dress, automatically. Then he went over to the

bed where his wife lay sleeping and with infinite tenderness touched her forehead. She opened her
eyesand it seemed to me that a smile crossed her lips.

Then hewent to wake his two children. They woke with a start, torn from their dreams. | fled.

Time went by quickly. It was already four o'clock in the morning. My father was running right and left,
exhausted, consoling friends, checking with the Jewish Council just in case the order had been
rescinded. To the last moment, people clungto hope.

The women were boiling eggs, roasting meat, preparing cakes, sewing backpacks. The children were
wandering about aimlessly, not knowing what to do with themselves to stay out of the way of the
grown-ups.

Our backyard looked like a marketplace. Vauable objects, precious rugs, silver candlesticks, Bibles
and other ritual objectswere strewn over the dusty grounds&€”pitiful relics that seemed never to have
had ahome. All this under amagnificent blue sky.
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By eight o'clock in the morning, weariness had settled into our veins, our limbs, our brains, like molten lead. |
was in the midst of prayer when suddenly there was shouting in the streets. | quickly unwound my
phylacteries and ran to the window. Hungarian police had entered the ghetto and were yelling in the
street nearby.

"All Jews, outside! Hurry!"
They were followed by Jewish police, who, their voices breaking, told us:
"Thetimehascome&€ly oumust leaveadl thi sa€ "

The Hungarian police used their rifle butts, their clubs to in-discriminately strike old men and women,
children and cripples.

One by one, the houses emptied and the streets filled with people carrying bundles. By ten o'clock,
everyone was outside. The police were taking roll calls, once, twice, twenty times. The heat was
oppressive. Sweat streamed from people's faces and bodies.

Children were crying for water.
Water! There was water close by inside the houses, the backyards, butitwas forbiddento break rank.
"Water, Mother, | am thirsty!"

Some of the Jewish police surreptitiously went to fill a few jugs. My sisters and | were still allowed
to move about, as wewere destined for the last convoy, and so we helped as best we could.

AT LAST, at oneo'clock in the afternoon came the signa to leave.

There was joy, yes, joy. People must have thought there could be no greater torment in God's hell than
that of being stranded here, on the sidewalk, among the bundles, in the middle of the street under a
blazing sun. Anything seemed preferable to that.

They began to wak without another glance at the abandoned streets, the dead, empty houses, the
gardens, the tombstonesa€;
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On everyone's back, there was a sack. In everyone's eyes, tearsand distress. Slowly, heavily, the
procession advanced toward the gate of the ghetto.

And there | was, on the sidewalk, watching them file past, unable to move. Here came the Chief Rabbi,
hunched over, hisface strange looking without a beard, a bundle on his back. His very presence in the
procession was enough to make the scene seem surreal. It was like a page torn from a book, a historical
novel, perhaps, dealing with the captivity in Babylon or the Spanish Inqui-sition.

They passed me by, one after the other, my teachers, my friends, the others, some of whom | had
once feared, some of whom | had found ridiculous, al those whose lives | had shared for years.
There they went, defeated, their bundles, their lives intow, having left behind their homes, their
childhood.



They passed me by, like beaten dogs, with never a glance in my direction. They must have envied me.

The procession disappeared around the corner. A few steps more and they were beyond the ghetto
walls.

The street resembled fairgrounds deserted in haste. There was a little of everything: suitcases,
briefcases, bags, knives, dishes, banknotes, papers, faded portraits. All the things one planned to take
along and finally left behind. They had ceased to matter.

Open rooms everywhere. Gaping doors and windows looked out into the void. It all belonged to
everyone since it no longer belonged to anyone. It was there for the taking. An open tomb.

A summer sun.
WE HAD SPENT theday without food. But we were not really hungry. We were exhausted.
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My father had accompanied the deportees as far as the ghetto's gate. They first had been herded
through the main synagogue, where they were thoroughly searched to make sure they were not
carrying away gold, silver, or any other valuables. There had been incidents of hysteria and harsh blows.
"When will it beour turn?' | asked my father.

"The day after tomorrow.Unlessé&Ethingswork out. A miracle, perhapséa€ ™

Where were the people being taken? Did anyone know yet?

No, the secret waswell kept.

Night had fallen. That evening, we went to bed early. My father said:

"Sleep peacefully, children. Nothing will happen until the day after tomorrow, Tuesday."

Monday went by like a small summer cloud, like a dream inthe first hours of dawn.

Intent on preparing our backpacks, on baking breads and cakes, we no longer thought about anything.
The verdict had been delivered.

That evening, our mother made us go to bed early. To con-serve our strength, she said.
It was to be the last night spent in our house.
| was up at dawn. | wanted to have time to pray beforeleaving.

My father had risen before al of us, to seek information intown. Hereturned around eight o'clock.
Good news: wewere not leaving town today; we were only moving to the small ghetto.

That iswhere we were to wait for the last transport. Wewould bethe last to leave.



At nine o'clock, the previous Sunday's scenes were repeated.
Policemen wielding clubs were shouting:
"All Jews outside!"

18

We were ready. | went out first. | did not want to look at my parents faces. | did not want to break
into tears. We remained sitting in the middle of the street, like the others two days earlier.

The same hellish sun. The same thirst. Only there was no oneleft to bring us water.

| looked at my house in which | had spent years seeking my God, fastingto hasten the coming of the
Messiah, imagining what my lifewould be like later. Yet | felt little sadness. My mind was empty.

"Get up! Roll cal!"
We stood. We were counted. We sat down. We got up again.

Over and over. We waited impatiently to be taken away. What were they waiting for? Finaly, the
order came:

"Forward! March!"

My father was crying. It was the first time | saw him cry. | had never thought it possible. As for my
mother, she was walking, her face a mask, without a word, deep in thought. | looked a my little
sister, Tzipora, her blond hair neatly combed, her red coat over her arm: a little girl of seven. On her
back a bag too heavy for her.

She was clenching her teeth; she already knew it was useless to complain. Here and there, the police
were lashing out with their clubs: "Faster!” | had no strength left. The journey had just begun and |
aready felt so weaka€]

"Faster! Faster! Move, you lazy good-for-nothings!” the Hungarian police were screaming.

That was when | began to hate them, and my hatred remainsour only link today. They were our
first oppressors. They werethe first faces of hell and death.

They ordered us to run. We began to run. Who would have thought that we were so strong? From
behind their windows, from behind their shutters, our fellow citizens watched as we passed.

19

Wefinally arrived at our destination. Throwing down our bundles, we dropped to the ground:
"Oh God, Master of the Universe, inyour infinite compassion, have mercy onu s &€} "

THE SMALL GHETTO. Only three days ago, people were living here. People who owned the things



we were using now. They had been expelled. And we had already forgotten all about them.

The chaos was even greater here than in the large ghetto. Itsinhabitants evidently had been caught
by surprise. | visited therooms that had been occupied by my Uncle Mendel's family. Onthetable, a
half-finished bowl of soup. A platter of dough waiting to be baked. Everywhere on the floor there were
books. Had my uncle meant to take them along?

We settled in. (What a word!) | went looking for wood, my sisters lit a fire. Despite her fatigue, my mother
began to prepare a meal.

We cannot give up, we cannot give up, she kept repeating.

People's morale was not so bad: we were beginning to get used to the situation. There were those who even
voiced optimism. The Germans were running out of time to expel us, they argued &€

Tragicaly for those who had aready been deported, it would be too late. Asfor us, chances were that
we would be allowed to go on with our miserable little lives until theend of the war.

The ghetto was not guarded. One could enter and leave as one pleased. Maria, our former maid, came to
see us. Sobbing, she begged usto come with her to her village where she had prepared a safe shelter.

My father wouldn't hear of it. He told me and my big sisters, "If you wish, go there. | shall stay
here with your mother and the little one&€;

Naturally, we refused to be separated.
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NIGHT. No one was praying for the night to pass quickly. T hestars were but sparks of the
immense conflagration that was consuming us. Were this conflagration to be extinguished one day,
nothing would be left in the sky but extinct stars and unseeing eyes.

There was nothing else to do butto go to bed, in the beds of those who had moved on. We needed
to rest, to gather our strength.

At daybreak, the gloom had lifted. The mood was more confident. There were those who said:
"Who knows, they may be sending us away for our own good.

The front is getting closer, we shall soon hear the guns. And then surely the civilian population will be
evacuatedéa€ "

"They worry lest wejointhepartisansa€ "

"As far as I'm concerned, this whole business of deportation is nothing but a big farce. Don't laugh.
They just want to steal our valuables and jewelry. They know that it has al been buried and that they
will haveto dig to find it; so much easier to do when the ownersareonv acationé€”

On vacation!

This kind of talk that nobody believed helped pass the time.



The few days we spent here went by pleasantly enough, in relative cam. People rather got aong.
There no longer was any distinction between rich and poor, notables and the others; we were al
people condemned to the same fatea€” till unknown.

SATURDAY, the day of rest, was the day chosen for our expulsion.

The night before, we had sat down to the traditional Friday night meal. We had said the customary
blessings over the bread 21

and the wine and swallowed the food in silence. We sensed that we were gathered around the
familial table for the last time. | spent that night going over memories and ideas and was unable to fall

asleep.

At dawn, we were in the street, ready to leave. This time, there were no Hungarian police. It had
been agreed that the Jewish Council would handle everything by itself.

Our convoy headed toward the main synagogue. The town seemed deserted. But behind the shutters,
our friends of yesterday were probably waiting for the moment when they could loot our homes.

The synagogue resembled a large railroad station: baggage and tears. The atar was shattered, the wall
coverings shredded, the walls themselves bare. There were so many of us, we could hardly breathe. The
twenty-four hours we spent there were horrendous.

LYING DOWN was not an option, nor could we al sit down.

We decided to take turns sitting. There was little air. T h e The men were downstairs, the women upstairs.
It was Saturday&€”

lucky ones found themselves near awindow; they could the Sabbath&€”and it was as though we were
there to attend ser-watch the blooming countryside flit by.

vices. Forbidden to go outside, people relieved themselves in aAfter two days of travel, thirst became
intolerable, as did the corner.

heat.

The next morning, we walked toward the station, where aFreed of normal constraints, some of the
young let go of their convoy of cattle cars waswaiting. The Hungarian police made usinhibitions and,
under cover of darkness, caressed one another, climb into the cars, eighty persons in each one. They
handed us without any thought of others, alonein the world. The others pre-some bread, a few pails of
water. They checked the bars on thetended not to notice.

windows to make sure they would not come loose. T h e cars were There was still some food left. But
we never ate enough to seadled. One person was placed in charge of every car: if someone satisfy our
hunger. Our principle was to economize, to save for managed to escape, that person would be shot.

tomorrow. Tomorrow could be worse yet.

Two Gestapo officers strolled down the length of the platform.



The train stopped in Kaschau, a small town on the Czechoslo-They were al smiles; all things considered,
it had gone very vakian border. We realized then that we were not staying in Hun-smoothly.

gary. Our eyes opened. Too late.

A prolonged whistle pierced the air. The wheels began to The door of the car dlid aside. A German
officer stepped in grind. We were on our way.

accompanied by a Hungarian lieutenant, acting as his interpreter.

"From this moment on, you are under the authority of the 22

LYING DOWN was not an option, nor could we all sit down.

We decided to take turns sitting. There was little air. T h e lucky ones found themselves near awindow;
they could watch the blooming countryside flit by.

After two days of travel, thirst became intolerable, as did the heat.
Freed of normal constraints, some of the young let go of their inhibitions and, under cover of darkness,

caressed one another, without any thought of others, alone in the world. The others pretended not to
notice.

There was still some food left. But we never ate enough to satisfy our hunger. Our principle was to
economize, to save for tomorrow. Tomorrow could be worse yet.

The train stopped in Kaschau, a small town on the Czechoslovakian border. We realized then that we were
not staying in Hungary. Our eyes opened. Too late.

The door of the car did aside. A German officer stepped in accompanied by a Hungarian lieutenant,
acting as his interpreter.

"From this moment on, you are under the authority of the 23

German Army. Anyone who still owns gold, silver, or watches must hand them over now. Anyone
who will be found to have kept any of these will be shot on the spot. Secondly, anyone whois ill
should report to the hospital car. That'sall."

The Hungarian lieutenant went around with a basket and retrieved the last possessions from those
who chose not to go ontasting the bitterness of fear.

"There are eighty of you in the car,” the German officer added. "If anyone goes missing, you will al be
shot, like dogs.”

The two disappeared. The doors clanked shut. We had falleninto the trap, up to our necks. The
doors were nailed, the way back irrevocably cut off. The world had become a hermetically sealed
cattle car.

THERE WAS A WOMAN among us, a certain Mrs. SchAochter. She was in her fifties and her



ten-year-old son was with her, crouched in a corner. Her husband and two older sons had been
deported with the first transport, by mistake. The separation had totally shattered her.

| knew her well. A quiet, tense woman with piercing eyes, she had been a frequent guest in our house. Her
husband was a pious man who spent most of his days and nights in the house of study.

It was shewho supported the family.

Mrs. SchAxrchter had lost her mind. On the first day of the journey, she had aready begun to moan. She
kept asking why she had been separated from her family. Later, her sobs and screams became hysterical.

On the third night, as we were sleeping, some of us sitting, huddled against each other, some of us
standing, a piercing cry broke the silence:

"Firel | see afirel | seeafire!"
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There was a moment of panic. Who had screamed? It was Mrs.

SchAachter. Standing in the middle of the car, in the faint light fil-tering through the windows, she
looked like a withered tree in afield of wheat. Shewas howling, pointing through the window:

"Look! Look at this fire! This terrible fire! Have mercy on me!"
Some pressed against the bars to see. There was nothing. Only the darkness of night.
It took us a long time to recover from this harsh awakening.

We were still trembling, and with every screech of the wheels, we felt the abyss opening beneath us.
Unable to still our anguish, we tried to reassure each other:

"Sheismad, poorwoman &€ "

Someone had placed a damp rag on her forehead. But she nevertheless continued to scream:
"Firel | seeafirel”

Her little boy was crying, clinging to her skirt, trying to hold her hand:

"It's nothing, Mother! There's nothing thereé&€ Please stdown &€ " He pained meeven more
than did his mother's cries.

Some of thewomen tried to calm her:
"You'll see, you'll find your husband and sons againéa€ |l n afew day séa€ "
She continued to scream and sob fitfully.

"Jews, listen to me," she cried. "I see afire! | see flames, huge flames!”



It was as though she were possessed by some evil spirit.

We tried to reason with her, more to calm ourselves, to catch our breath, than to soothe her:
"She is halucinating because she is thirsty, poor w om an &€

That's why she speaks of flames devouring her &, "

Butitwasall invain. Our terror could no longer be contained.
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Our nerves had reached a breaking point. Our very skin wasaching. It was as though madness had
infected all of us. We gaveup. A few young men forced her to sit down, then bound and gagged her.

Silence fell again. The small boy sat next to his mother, crying. | started to breathe normally again
as | listened to the rhythmic pounding of the wheels on the tracks as the trainraced through the
night. We could begin to doze again, torest, to dreaméa€]

And so an hour or two passed. Another scream jolted us. The woman had broken free of her bonds
and was shouting louder than before:

"Look at the fire! Look at the flames! Flameseverywhereé€ "

Once again, the young men bound and gagged her. When they actually struck her, people shouted their
approval:

"Keep her quiet! Make that madwoman shut up. She's not theonly one hereé€ "

She received several blows to the head, blows that could have been letha. Her son was clinging
desperately to her, not uttering aword. He was no longer crying.

The night seemed endless. By daybreak, Mrs. SchAachter had settled down. Crouching in her corner,
her blank gaze fixed on some faraway place, she no longer saw us.

She remained like that all day, mute, absent, alone in the midst of us. Toward evening she began to
shout again:

"Thefire, over there!”
She was pointing somewhere in the distance, aways the same place. No one felt like beating her
anymore. The heat, the thirst, the stench, the lack of air, were suffocating us. Yet all that was nothing

compared to her screams, which tore us apart. A few more days and all of uswould have started to scream.
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But we were pulling into a station. Someone near a window read to us:

"Auschwitz."



Nobody had ever heard that name.
THE TRAIN did not move again. The afternoon went by slowly.
Then the doors of the wagon dlid open. Two men were given permission to fetch water.

When they came back, they told us that they had learned, in exchange for a gold watch, that this
was the final destination. Wewere to leave the train here. There was a labor camp on the site.

The conditions were good. Families would not be separated.
Only the young would work in the factories. The old and the sick would find work in the fields.
Confidence soared. Suddenly we felt free of the previousnights terror. We gave thanks to God.

Mrs. SchAachter remained huddled in her corner, mute, un-touched by the optimism around her. Her
little one was stroking her hand.

Dusk began to fill the wagon. We ate what was |eft of our food.

At ten o'clock in the evening, we were al trying to find a position for aquick nap and soon we were
dozing. Suddenly:

"Look at thefire! Look at theflames! Over there!"

With a start, we awoke and rushed to the window yet again.

We had believed her, if only for an instant. But there was nothing outside but darkness. We returned
to our places, shame in our souls but fear gnawing at us nevertheless. As she went on howling, she

was struck again. Only with great difficulty did we succeed in quieting her down.

The man in charge of our wagon called out to a German officer 27

strolling down the platform, asking him to have the sick woman moved to a hospital car.
"Patience," the German replied, "patience. Shell be taken there soon.”

Around eleven o'clock, the train began to move again. We pressed against the windows. The convoy
was rolling slowly. A quarter of an hour later, it began to slow down even more.

Through the windows, we saw barbed wire; we understood that thiswas the camp.

We had forgotten Mrs. SchArchter's existence. Suddenly there was aterrible scream:

"Jaws, look! Look at the fire! Look at the flames!"

And as the train stopped, this time we saw flames rising from atall chimney into a black sky.

Mrs. SchAachter had fallen silent on her own. Mute again, indifferent, absent, she had returned to her
corner.



THE BELOVED OBJECTS that we had carried with us from place to place were now left behind in the
wagon and, We stared at the flames in the darkness. A wretched stench with them, finally, our illusions.

floated in the air. Abruptly, our doors opened. Strange-looking Every few yards, there stood an SS
man, his machine gun creatures, dressed in striped jackets and black pants, jumped into trained on us.
Hand inhand wefollowed the throng.

the wagon. Holding flashlightsand sticks, they began to strike at An SS came toward us wielding a club.
He commanded: us left and right, shouting:

"Men to the left! Women to the right!"
"Everybody out! Leave everythinginside. Hurry up!”
Eight words spoken quietly, indifferently, without emotion.

We jumped out. | glanced at Mrs. SchAachter. Her little boy Eight simple, short words. Yet that was
the moment when | left was still holding her hand.

my mother. Therewas no time to think, and | aready felt my fa-ln front of us, those flames. In the
air, the smell of burning ther's hand press against mine: we were aone. In a fraction of aflesh. It
must have been around midnight. We had arrived. Insecond | could see my mother, my sisters, moveto
the right. Tzi-Birkenau.

porawas holding Mother's hand. | saw them walking farther and farther away; Mother was stroking my
sister's blond hair, as if to protect her. And | walked on with my father, with the men. I didn't know
that this was the moment in time and the place where | was leaving my mother and Tzipora forever. |
kept walking, my father holding my hand.
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THE BELOVED OBJECTS that we had carried with us from place to place were now left behind in the
wagon and, with them, finally, our illusions.

Every few yards, there stood an SS man, his machine guntrained on us. Hand in hand we followed
the throng.

An SS came toward us wielding a club. He commanded:
"Men tothe left! Women to the right!"
Eight words spoken quietly, indifferently, without emotion.

Eight simple, short words. Yet that was the moment when | left my mother. Therewas no time to
think, and | already felt my father's hand press against mine: we were alone. In a fraction of asecond
| could see my mother, my sisters, move to the right. Tzipora was holding Mother's hand. | saw them
walking farther and farther away; Mother was stroking my sister's blond hair, as if to protect her. And
| walked on with my father, with the men. | didn't know that this was the moment in time and the
place where | was leaving my mother and Tziporaforever. | kept walking, my father holding my hand.
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Behind me, an old man fell tothe ground. Nearby, an SS man replaced hisrevolver in its holster.

My hand tightened its grip on my father. All | could think of was not to lose him. Not to reman
alone.

The SS officers gave the order.

"Form ranks of fives!"

Therewasa tumult. 1t wasimperative to stay together.

"Hey, kid, how old are you?"

The man interrogating me was an inmate. | could not see hisface, but his voice was weary and warm.
"Fifteen."

"No. You're eighteen."

"But I'mnot,” | said. "I'm fifteen."

"Fool. Listen to what | say."

Then he asked my father, who answered:

"I'm fifty."

"No." The man now sounded angry. "Not fifty. You're forty.

Doyou hear? Eighteen and forty."

He disappeared into the darkness. Another inmate appeared, unleashing a stream of invectives:
"Sons of bitches, why have you come here? Tell me, why?"

Someone dared to reply:

"What do you think? That we came here of our own free will?

That we asked to come here?'

The other seemed ready to kill him:

"Shut up, you moron, or I'll tear you to pieces! You should have hanged yourselves rather than come
here. Didn't you know what wasin storefor you herein Auschwitz? You didn't know? In 19447

True. We didn't know. Nobody had told us. He couldnt believe hisears. Histone became even harsher:

"Over there. Doyou see the chimney over there? Do you see 30



it? And theflames, doyou see them?' (Yes, we saw the flames.)

"Over there, that's where they will take you. Over there will beyour grave. You still don't understand?
Y ou sons of bitches. Don't you understand anything? You will be burned! Burned to a cinder! Turned
into ashes!"

His anger changed into fury. We stood stunned, petrified.

Could this bejust anightmare? An unimaginable nightmare?

| heard whispers around me:

"We must do something. We can't let them kill us like that, like cattle in the slaughterhouse. We must
revolt."

There were, among us, a few tough young men. They actually had knives and were urging us to attack the
armed guards. One of them was muttering:

"Let the world learn about the existence of Auschwitz. L et everybody find out about it while they still
have a chance to escape"

But the older men begged their sons not to be foolish:

"We mustn't give up hope, even now as the sword hangs over our heads. So taught our sag es &€ "

T hewind of revolt died down. We continued to walk until we came to a crossroads. Standing in the
middle of it was, though | didn't know it then, Dr. Mengele, the notorious Dr. Mengele. Helooked like
the typical SS officer: a cruel, though not unintelligent, face, complete with monocle. Hewas holding a
conductor's baton and was surrounded by officers. The baton was moving constantly, sometimes to the
right, sometimes to the left.

In notime, | stood before him.

"Your age?' he asked, perhaps trying to sound paternal.

"I'm eighteen.” My voice was trembling.

"Ingood health?"

"Yes."

"Your profession?'
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Tell him that | was a student?

"Farmer,” | heard myself saying.



This conversation lasted no more than a few seconds. It seemed like an eternity.

The baton pointed to the left. | took half a step forward. | first wanted to see where they would send my
father. Were he to have gone to the right, |1 would have run after him.

The baton, once more, moved to the left. A weight lifted from my heart.

We did not know, as yet, which was the better side, right or left, which road led to prison and which
to the crematoria. Still, | was happy, | was near my father. Our procession continued slowly to move forward.

Another inmate came over to us:

" Satisfied?"

"Yes," someone answered.

"Poor devils, you are heading for the crematorium.”

He seemed to be telling the truth. Not far from us, flames, huge flames, were rising from a ditch.
Something was being burned there. A truck drew close and unloaded its hold: small children. Babies!
Yes, | did seethis, withmy owneyeséa€lichil -

dren thrown into the flames. (Is it any wonder that ever sincethen, sleep tends to elude me?)

So that was where we were going. A little farther on, there was another, larger pit for adults.

| pinched myself: Was | still alive? Was | awake? How was it possible that men, women, and children
were being burned and that the world kept silent? No. All this could not be real. A nightmare perhaps
&€l Soon | would wake up with a start, my heart pounding, and find that 1 was back in the room
of my childhood, with my booksa€,

My father's voice tore me from my daydreams:
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"What a shame, a shame that you did not go with your mother &1 saw many children your age go
withtheirmotherséag "

His voice was terribly sad. | understood that he did not wish to see what they would do to me. He did not
wish to see hisonly songo up in flames.

My forehead was covered with cold sweat. Still, | told him that | could not believe that human beings
were being burned in our times; the world would never tolerate such crimesa€]

"The world? The world is not interested in us. Today, everythingispossible, eventhecrematoria
&€ H i svoice broke.

"Father," | said. "If that is true, then | don't want to wait. I'll run into the dectrified barbed wire. That
would be easier than adow death in the flames."



He didn't answer. He was weeping. His body was shaking.

Everybody around us was weeping. Someone began to recite Kaddish, the prayer for the dead. | don't
know whether, during the history of the Jewish people, men have ever before recited Kaddish for
themselves.

"Yisgadal, veyiskadash, shmey raba&€May His name be celebrated and sanctified&€ " whispered
my father.

For thefirst time, | felt anger rising within me. Why should | sanctify His name? The Almighty, the
eternal and terrible Master of the Universe, chose to be silent. What was there to thank Him for?

We continued our march. We were coming closer and closer to the pit, from which an inferna heat was
rising. Twenty more steps. If | was going to kill myself, this was the time. Our column had only some
fifteen steps to go. | bit my lips so that my father would not hear my teeth chattering. Ten more
steps. Eight.

Seven. We were walking slowly, as one follows a hearse, our own funeral procession. Only four more
steps. Three. There it wasnow, very close to us, thepit and itsflames. | gathered all that re-33

mained of my strength in order to break rank and throw myself onto the barbed wire. Deep down, |
was saying good-bye to my father, to the whole universe, and, against my will, | found myself whispering
the words: "Yisgadal, veyiskadash, shmey raba&€iMay His name be exalted and sanctifieda€ "
My heart was about to burst. There. | was face-to-face with the Angel of Deatha€

No. Two steps from the pit, we were ordered to turn left and herded into barracks.

| squeezed my father's hand. He said:

"Doyou remember Mrs. SchAachter, in the train?

NEVER SHALL | FORGET that night, the first night in camp, that turned my life into one long
night seven times sealed.

Never shall | forget that smoke.

Never shall | forget the small faces of the children whose bodies | saw transformed into smoke under a
silent sky.

Never shall | forget those flames that consumed my faith forever.
Never shall | forget the nocturnal silence that deprived me for al eternity of the desire to live.

Never shall | forget those moments that murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to
ashes.

Never shall | forget those things, even were | condemned to live aslong as God Himself.
Never.

THE BARRACK we had been assigned to was very long. On the roof, afew bluish skylights. |



thought: This iswhat the antechamber of hell must look like. So many crazed men, so much shouting,
so much brutality.
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Dozens of inmates were there to receive us, sticks in hand, striking anywhere, anyone, without reason.
The orders came:

"Strip! Hurry up! Raus! Hold on only to your belt and your shoeséa€ "

Our clothes were to be thrown on thefloor at the back of the barrack. There was a pile there already.
New suits, old ones, torn overcoats, rags. For us it meant true equality: nakedness. Wetrembled in the
cold.

A few SS officers wandered through the room, looking for strong men. If vigor was that appreciated,
perhaps one should try to appear sturdy? My father thought the opposite. Better not to draw attention.
(We later found out that he had been right. Those who were selected that day were incorporated into
the Sonder-Kommando, the Kommando working in the crematoria BA®laKatz, the son of an important
merchant of my town, had arrived in Birkenau with the first transport, one week ahead of us. When he
found out that we were there, he succeeded in slipping us a note.

He told us that having been chosen because of his strength, he had been forced to place his own
father's body into the furnace.) The blows continued to rain on us:

"To the barber!"
Belt and shoes in hand, | let myself be dragged along to the barbers. Their clippers tore out our hair,
shaved every hair on our bodies. My head was buzzing; the same thought surfacing over and over: not to

be separated from my father.

Freed from the barbers clutches, we began to wander about the crowd, finding friends, acquaintances.
Every encounter filled uswith joy&€”yes, joy: Thank God! Y ou are still aive!

Some were crying. They used whatever strength they hadleft to cry. Why had they let themselves be
brought here? Why didn't they die in their beds? Their words were interspersed with sobs.
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Suddenly someone threw his arms around me in a hug: Yehiel, the Sigheter rebbe's brother. He was
weeping bitterly. | thought he was crying with joy at till being alive.

"Don't cry, Yehiel," | said. "Don't wasteyourtear s &€} "

"Not cry? Were on the threshold of death. Soon, we shall beinsi de &€ D o you understand? Inside.
How could | not cry?

| watched darkness fade through the bluish skylights in theroof. | nolonger was afraid. | was overcome
by fatigue.



The absent no longer entered our thoughts. One spoke of them&E”who knows what happened to
them?&€’but their fate wasnot on our minds. We were incapable of thinking. Our senses were
numbed, everything was fading into a fog. We no longer clung to anything. The instincts of
self-preservation, of self-defense, of pride, had all deserted us. In one terrifying moment of lucidity, |
thought of us as damned souls wandering through thevoid, souls condemned to wander through space
until the end of time, seeking redemption, seeking oblivion, without any hope of finding either.

AROUND FIVE O'CLOCK in the morning, we were expelled from the barrack. The Kapos were beating

us again, but |1 no longer felt the pain. A glacial wind was enveloping us. We were naked, holding our shoes
and belts. An order:

"Run!” And we ran. After a few minutes of running, a new barrack.

A barrel of foul-smelling liquid stood by the door. Disinfec-tion. Everybody soaked in it. Then came
a hot shower. All very fast. As we left the showers, we were chased outside. And ordered to run some
more. Another barrack: the storeroom. Very long tables. Mountains of prison garb. As we ran, they
threw the clothesat us. pants, jackets, shirtsa€]
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In afew seconds, we had ceased to be men. Had the situation not been so tragic, we might have laughed.
We looked pretty strange! Meir Katz, a colossus, wore a child's pants, and Stern, askinny little fellow,
was floundering in ahuge jacket. We immediately started to switch.

| glanced over at my father. How changed he looked! His eyes were veiled. | wanted to tell him
something, but | didn't know what.

T he night had passed completely. The morning star shone inthe sky. | too had become a different
person. The student of Talmud, the child | was, had been consumed by the flames. All that was left
was a shape that resembled me. My soul had been invaded&€” and devoured&€” by a black flame.

So many events had taken place injust a few hours that | had completely lost all notion of time. When
had we left our homes?

And the ghetto? And the train? Only aweek ago? One night? Onesingle night?
How long had we been standing in the freezing wind? One hour? A single hour? Sixty minutes?
Surely it was adream.

NOT FAR FROM US, prisoners were at work. Some were digging holes, others were carrying sand.
None as much asglanced at us.

We were withered trees in the heart of the desert. Behind me, people were talking. | had no desire
to listen to what they weresaying, or to know who was speaking and what about. Nobody dared raise
his voice, even though there was no guard around. We whispered. Perhaps because of the thick smoke that
poisoned theair and stung the throat.

We were herded into yet another barrack, inside the Gypsy camp. Wefell into ranks of five.
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"And now, stop moving!"
There was nofloor. A roof and four walls. Our feet sank intothe mud.

Again, the waiting. | fell aseep standing up. | dreamed of abed, of my mother's hand on my face. |
woke: | wasstanding, my feet in the mud. Some people collapsed, dliding into the mud.

Others shouted:

"Areyou crazy? We were told to stand. Do you want to get us al in trouble?’

As if al thetroubles inthe world were not already upon us.

Little by little, we all sat down inthe mud. But we had to get up whenever a Kapo came in to check
if, by chance, somebody had a new pair of shoes. If so, we had to hand them over. No use protesting;
the blows multiplied and, in the end, one still had to hand them over.

| had new shoes myself. But as they were covered with athick coat of mud, they had not been noticed. |
thanked God, in an im-provised prayer, for having created mud in His infinite and won-drous

universe.

Suddenly, the silence became more oppressive. An SS officer had come in and, with him, the smell
of the Angel of Death. We stared at his fleshy lips. He harangued us from the center of the barrack:

"You are in a concentration camp. In Auschwitz&€
A pause. He was observing the effect hiswords had produced.

His face remains in my memory to thisday. A tall man, in his thirties, crime written all over his forehead and
his gaze. Helooked at us as one would a pack of leprous dogs clinging to life.

"Remember,” he went on. "Remember it always, let it be graven in your memories. You are in
Auschwitz. And Auschwitzisnot a convalescent home. It is a concentration camp. Here, you 38

must work. If you dont you will go straight to the chimney. To the crematorium. Work or
crematoriuméa€”the choice isyours."

We had aready lived through a lot that night. We thought that nothing could frighten us anymore. But
his harsh words sent shivers through us. Theword "chimney" here was not an abstraction; it floated in
the air, mingled with the smoke. It was, perhaps, theonly word that had a real meaning in this
place. He left the barrack. The Kapos arrived, shouting:

"All specialistsa€” locksmiths, carpenters, electricians, watch-makersa€’one step forward!™

The rest of uswere transferred to yet another barrack, this one of stone. We had permission to sit down.
A Gypsy inmate was in charge.

My father suddenly had a colic attack. He got up and asked politely, in German,"Excuseme &€l Coul



d you tell me where the toilets are located?”

The Gypsy stared at him for a longtime, from head to toe. Asif hewished to ascertain that the person
addressing him was actualy a creature of flesh and bone, a human being with a body and a belly.
Then, as if waking from a deep deep, he dlapped my father with such force that he fell down and
then crawled back to hisplaceon al fours.

| stood petrified. What had happened to me? My father had just been struck, in front of me, and |
had not even blinked. | had watched and kept silent. Only yesterday, | would have dug my nails into
this criminal's flesh. Had | changed that much? So fast?

Remorse began to gnaw at me. All I could think was: | shall never forgive them for this. My father must
have guessed my thoughts, because hewhispered in my ear:

"It doesn't hurt." His cheek still bore the red mark of the hand.
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"EVERYBODY outside!”

A dozen or so Gypsies had come to join our guard. The clubs and whips were cracking around me. My
feet were running ontheir own. | tried to protect myself from the blows by hiding behind others. It
was spring. The sun was shining.

"Fall in, five by fivel"

The prisoners | had glimpsed that morning were working nearby. No guard in sight, only the chimney's s
hadow &L ulledby the sunshine and my dreams, | felt someone pulling at my sleeve. It was my
father: "Come on, son."

We marched. Gates opened and closed. We continued to march between the barbed wire. At every
step, white signs with black skulls looked down on us. The inscription. WARNING! DANGER OF
DEATH. What irony. Was there here a single place where onewas not in danger of death?

The Gypsies had stopped next to a barrack. They were replaced by SS men, who encircled us with
machine guns and police dogs.

The march had lasted half an hour. Looking around me, | noticed that the barbed wire was behind
us. We had left the camp.

It was a beautiful day in May. The fragrances of spring were in the air. The sun was setting.

But no sooner had we taken a few more steps than we saw the barbed wire of another camp. This
one had an iron gatewith the overhead inscription: ARBEIT MACHT FREI. Work makes you free.

Auschwitz.

40



FIRST IMPRESSI ON: better than Birkenau. Cement buildings with two stories rather than
wooden barracks. Little gardens here and there. We were led toward one of those "blocks." Seated on
the ground by the entrance, we began to wait again. From time to time somebody was alowed to go
in. These were the showers, acompulsory routine. Going from one camp to the other, several timesa
day, wehad, each time, to go through them.

After the hot shower, we stood shivering in the darkness. Our clothes had been left behind; we had
been promised other clothes.

Around midnight, we were told to run.
"Faster!" yelled our guards. "The faster you run, the faster you'll get to go to sleep.”
After a few minutes of racing madly, we came to a new block.

The man in charge was waiting. He was a young Pole, who was smiling at us. He began to talk to
us and, despite our weariness, we listened attentively.

"Comrades, you are now in the concentration camp Auschwitz. Ahead of you lies a long road paved
with suffering. Don't lose hope. You have aready eluded the worst danger: the selection. Therefore,
muster your strength and keep your faith. Weshall all see the day of liberation. Have faith in life, a
thousand times faith. By driving out despair, you will move away from death. Hell doesnotlastfore
ver & A ndnow, hereisaprayer, or rather a piece of advice: let there be camaraderie among you. We
are all brothers and share the same fate. The same smoke hoversover al our heads. Help each
other. That is the only way to survive. And now, enough said, you are tired. Listen: you are in
Block 17; | am responsible for keeping order here. Anyone with a complaint may come to see me. That is all.
Go to sleep. Two people to a bunk. Good night."

Those were the first human words.
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NO SOONER HAD WE CLIMBED into our bunks than we fell into adeep sleep.

The next morning, the "veteran" inmates treated us without brutality. We went to wash. We were
given new clothing. They brought us black coffee.

We left the block around ten o'clock so it could be cleaned.
Outside, the sun warmed us. Our morae was much improved. A good night's sleep had done its
work. Friends met, exchanged afew sentences. We spoke of everything without ever mentioning those

who had disappeared. The prevailing opinion was that the war was about to end.

At about noon, we were brought some soup, one bowl of thick soup for each of us. | was terribly hungry, yet |
refused to touch it.

| was still the spoiled child of long ago. My father swallowed my ration.

We then had a short nap in the shade of the block. That SS officer in the muddy barrack must have been lying:
Auschwitz was, after al, a convalescent homea€]



In the afternoon, they made us line up. Three prisoners brought a table and some medical
instruments. We were told toroll up our left sleeves and file past the table. The three "veteran'
prisoners, needles in hand, tattooed numbers on our left arms. | became A-7713. From thenon, | had
no other name.

At dusk, aroll call. The work Kommandos had returned. The orchestra played military marches near the
camp entrance. Tensof thousands of inmates stood in rowswhile the SS checked their numbers.

After the roll call, the prisoners from all the blocks dispersed, looking for friends, relatives, or
neighbors among the arrivals of the latest convoy.
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DAYS WENT BY. In the mornings. black coffee. At midday: soup.

By the third day, | was eagerly eating any kind of soup &} At six o'clock in the afternoon: roll call.
Followed by bread with something. At nine o'clock: bedtime.

We had aready been in Auschwitz for eight days. It was after roll call. We stood waiting for the
bell announcing its end. Suddenly | noticed someone passing between the rows. | heard him ask:

"Who among you isWiesel from Sighet?"

The person looking for us was a small fellow with spectaclesin awizened face. My father answered:
"That's me. Wiesel from Sighet.”

T he fellow'seyes narrowed. He took a longlook at my father.

"You don't know me?&€E Y ou don't recognize me. I'm your relative, Stein. Already forgotten? Stein.
Stein from Antwerp.

Reizel's husband. Your wifewas Reizel'saunt &} S h e often wroteto us&€} and such letters!”

My father had not recognized him. He must have barely known him, always being up to his neck in
communal affairs and not knowledgeable in family matters. He was aways elsewhere, lost in thought.
(Once, acousin came to seeus in Sighet. She had stayed at our house and eaten at our table for two
weeks before my father noticed her presence for the first time) No, he did not remember Stein. |
recognized him right away. | had known Reizel, hiswife, before she had left for Belgium.

He told us that he had been deported in 1942. He said,

"I heard people say that a transport had arrived from your region and | came to look for you. |
thought you might have some news of Reizel and my two small boys who stayed inAntwerpa€"
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| knew nothing aboutt hem &€} Si nce 1940, my mother had not received asingle letter from them. But |
lied:



"Yes, my mother did hear from them. Reizel isfine. Soarethechildrené€ "

He was weeping with joy. Hewould have liked to stay longer, to learn more details, to soak up the
good news, but an SS was heading in our direction and he had to go, telling us that he would come
back the next day.

The bell announced that we were dismissed. We went to fetch the evening meal: bread and margarine. |
was terribly hungry and swallowed my ration on the spot. My father told me, "You mustn't eat all at once.
Tomorrow isanother day &€} "

But seeing that his advice had come too late, and that therewas nothing left of my ration, he didn't
even start his own.

"Me, I'm not hungry,” he said.

WE REMAINED IN AUSCHWITZ for three weeks. We had nothing to do. We dlept a lot. In the
afternoon and at night.

Our one goa was to avoid the transports, to stay here as long as possible. It wasn't difficult; it was
enough never to sign up as askilled worker. The unskilled were kept until the end.

At the start of the third week, our BlockArl teste was removed; he was judged too humane. The new one
was ferocious and his aides were veritable monsters. The good days were over. We began to wonder
whether it wouldn't be better to let ourselves be chosenfor the next transport.

Stein, our relative from Antwerp, continued to visit us and, from time to time, he would bring a half
portion of bread:

"Here, thisisfor you, Eliezer."
Every time he came, tearswould roll down his icy cheeks. Hewould often say to my father:
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"Take care of your son. He is very weak, very dehydrated.

Take care of yourselves, you must avoid selection. Eat! Anything, anytime. Eat al you can. The weak
don't last very long aroundher e &€ "

And he himself was so thin, so withered, so weak&€,

"The only thing that keeps me aive," he kept saying, "is to know that Reizel and the little ones are
still alive. Were it not for them, | would give up."

One evening, he came to see us, his face radiant.

"A transport just arrived from Antwerp. | shall go to see them tomorrow. Surely they will havenew s
a€ "

He left.



We never saw him again. He had been given the news. T herea news.

EVENINGS, AS WE LAY on our cots, we sometimes tried to sing afew Hasidic melodies. Akiba
Drumer would break our hearts with his deep, grave voice.

Some of the men spoke of God: His mysterious ways, the sins of the Jewish people, and the
redemption to come. As for me, | had ceased to pray. | concurred with Job! | was not denying His
existence, but | doubted His absolute justice.

Akiba Drumer said:

"God is testing us. Hewants to see whether we are capable of overcoming our base instincts, of killing
the Satan within ourselves. We have no right to despair. And if He punishes us mercilessly, itisasign
that He loves usthat muchmor e &€ "

Hersh Genud, well versed in Kabbalah, spoke of the end of the world and the coming of the Messiah.

From time to time, in the middle of all that talk, a thought crossed my mind: Whereis Mother right n o
w &€} an d Tziporaa€)
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"Mother is still a young woman,” my father once said. "She must be inalabor camp. And Tzipora, she
Is a biggirl now. Shetoo must beinacamp &€ "

How we would have liked to believe that. We pretended, for what if one of us still did believe?

ALL THE SKILLED WORKERS had aready been sent to other camps. Only about a hundred of
us, ssimplelaborers, were |eft.

"Today, it's your turn,” announced the block secretary. "You are leaving with the next transport.”

At ten o'clock, we were handed our daily ration of bread. A dozen or so SS surrounded us. At the
gate, the sign proclaimed that work meant freedom. We were counted. And there we were, in the
countryside, on asunny road. Inthesky, afew small white clouds.

THE CAMP looked as though it had been through an epi-demic: empty and dead. Only a few
"well-dressed" in-We were walking slowly. The guards were in no hurry. We mates were wandering
between the blocks.

were glad of it. Aswe were passing through some of the villages, Of course, we first had to pass through
the showers. The head many Germans watched us, showing no surprise. No doubt they of the camp
joined us there. Hewas a stocky man with big shoul-had seen quite a few of these processionsa€]

ders, the neck of a bull, thick lips, and curly hair. He gave an im-On the way, we saw some young
German girls. The guards be-pression of kindness. From time to time, a smile would linger ingan to
tease them. The girls giggled. They alowed themselves his gray-blue eyes. Our convoy included a
few ten- and twelve-to be kissed and tickled, bursting with laughter. They al wereyear-olds. The
officer took an interest in them and gave orders to laughing, joking, and passing love notes to one
another. At least, bring them food.



during all that time, we endured neither shouting nor blows.

We were given new clothing and settled in two tents. We were After four hours, we arrived at the new
camp: Buna. The ironto wait there until we could be incorporated into work Komman-gate closed
behind us.

dos. Thenwewould be assigned to ablock.

In the evening, the Kommandos returned from the work yards. Roll call. We began looking for people
we knew, asking the

"veterans' which work Kommandos were the best and which block one should try to enter. All the
inmates agreed:

"Buna isavery good camp. Onecan hold one'sown here. T he 46

THE CAMP looked as though it had been through an epi-demic: empty and dead. Only a few
"well-dressed” inmates were wandering between the blocks.

Of course, we first had to pass through the showers. The head of the camp joined us there. Hewas a
stocky man with big shoulders, the neck of a bull, thick lips, and curly hair. He gave an impression of
kindness. From time to time, a smile would linger in his gray-blue eyes. Our convoy included a few
ten- and twelve-year-olds. The officer took an interest in them and gave orders to bring them food.

We were given new clothing and settled in two tents. We were to wait there until we could be
incorporated into work Kommandos. Then wewould be assigned to a block.

In the evening, the Kommandos returned from the work yards. Roll call. We began looking for people
we knew, asking the

"veterans' which work Kommandos were the best and which block one should try to enter. All the
inmates agreed:

"Buna isavery good camp. Onecan hold one'sown here. T he 47

most important thing is not to be assigned to the construction K ommando &€} "
As if we had a choiceé€]

Our tent leader was a German. An assassin's face, fleshy lips, hands resembling a wolf's paws. The
camp's food had agreed with him; he could hardly move, he was so fat. Like the head of the camp,
he liked children. Immediately after our arrival, he had bread brought for them, some soup and
margarine. (In fact, this affection was not entirely atruistic; there existed here a veritable traffic of
children among homosexuals, | learned later.) Hetold us:

"You will stay with me for three days in quarantine. Afterward, you will go to work. Tomorrow: medical
checkup."”



One of his aides&€” a tough-looking boy with shifty eyesé€” came over to me:

"Would you like to get into agood Kommando?'

"Of course. But on one condition: | want to stay with my father."

"All right,” he said. "l can arrange it. For a pittance: your shoes. I'll give you another pair."
| refused to give him my shoes. They were al | had left.

"I'll also give you aration of bread withsomemargarineéa€ "

He liked my shoes; | would not let him have them. Later, they were taken from me anyway. In
exchange for nothing, that time.

The medical checkup took place outside, early in the morning, before three doctors seated on a
bench.

The first hardly examined me. He just asked:
"Areyou in good health?"
Who would have dared to admit the opposite?

On the other hand, the dentist seemed more conscientious. he asked meto open my mouth wide. In fact,
he was not looking for 48

decay but for gold teeth. Those who had gold in their mouths were listed by their number. | did have a
gold crown.

The first three days went by quickly. On the fourth day, as westood in front of our tent, the Kapos
appeared. Each one began to choose the men he liked:

"YouéaElyouaEyouéaE " They pointed their fingers, the way one might choose cattle, or merchandise.
We followed our Kapo, a young man. He made us halt at the door of the first block, near the
entrance to the camp. This wasthe orchestra's block. He motioned us inside. We were surprised; what
had we to do with music?

The orchestra was playing a military march, aways the same.

Dozens of Kommandos were marching off, in step, to the work yards. The Kaposwere beating the
time:

"Left, right, left, right.”
SS officers, pen in hand, recorded the number of men leaving.

The orchestra continued to play the same march until the last Kommando had passed. Then the
conductor's baton stopped moving and the orchestra fell silent. The Kapo yelled:



"Fall in!"

We fell into ranks of five, with the musicians. We left the camp without music but in step. We till had
the march in our ears.

"Left, right, left, right!"

We struck up conversations with our neighbors, the musicians.

Almost al of them were Jews. Juliek, a Pole with eyeglasses and acynical smile in a pale face. Louis, a
native of Holland, a well-known violinist. He complained that they would not let him play Beethoven;
Jews were not allowed to play German music. Hans, the young man from Berlin, was full of wit.

The foreman was aPole; Franek, a former student in Warsaw.

Juliek explained to me, "We work in awarehouse of electrical materials, not far from here. The work is
neither difficult nor dan-49

gerous. Only Idek, the Kapo, occasionally has fits of madness, and then you'd better stay out of hisway."
"You are lucky, little fellow," said Hans, smiling. "You fell intoagood Kommando &} "

Ten minutes later, we stood in front of the warehouse. A German employee, a civilian, the Meister,
came to meet us. He paid as much attention to us as would a shopkeeper receiving a delivery of old rags.

Our comrades were right. The work was not difficult. Sitting on the ground, we counted bolts, bulbs,
and various small electrical parts. The Kapo launched into a lengthy explanation of the importance of
this work, warning us that anyone who proved to be lazy would be held accountable. My new comrades
reassured me:

"Don't worry. He hasto say this because of the Meister.”

There were many Polish civilians here and a few French-women as well. The women silently greeted
the musicians with their eyes.

Franek, the foreman, assigned meto acorner:

"Don't kill yourself. There'sno hurry. But watch out. Don't let an SS catch you."
"Please, si r & | ' d like to be near my father."

"All right. Y our father will work here, next to you."

We were lucky.

Two boys came to join our group: Yossi and Tibi, two brothers from Czechoslovakia whose parents had
been exterminated in Birkenau. They lived for each other, body and soul.

They quickly became my friends. Having once belonged to a Zionist youth organization, they knew
countless Hebrew songs.

And so we would sometimes hum melodies evoking the gentle waters of the Jordan River and the



majestic sanctity of Jerusalem.

We aso spoke often about Palestine. Their parents, like mine, had not had the courage to sell
everything and emigrate while 50

there was still time. We decided that if we were alowed to liveuntil the Liberation, we would not
stay another day in Europe.

Wewould board the first ship to Haifa

Still lost in his Kabbalistic dreams, Akiba Drumer had discovered a verse from the Bible which,
trandated into numbers, madeit possible for him to predict Redemption in the weeks to come.

WE HAD LEFT THE TENTS for the musicians block. We now were entitled to a blanket, a
washbowl, and a bar of soap. The BlockAxl-

teste was a German Jew.

It was good to have a Jew as your leader. His name was Alphonse. A young man with a startlingly
wizened face. He was totaly devoted to defending "his' block. Whenever he could, he would
"organize" a cauldron of soup for the young, for the wesak, for al those who dreamed more of an
extra portion of food than of liberty.

ONE DAY, when we had just returned from the warehouse, | was summoned by the block secretary:
"A-77137

"That's me."

"After your meal, you'll go to see the dentist.”

"Buté€ll donthaveatoothached€ ™

"After your meal. Without fail."

| went to the infirmary block. Some twenty prisoners were waiting in line at the entrance. It didn't
take long to learn the reason for our summons. our gold teeth were to be extracted.

The dentist, a Jew from Czechoslovakia, had a face not unlike a death mask. When he opened his
mouth, one had a ghastly vision of yellow, rotten teeth. Seated in the chair, | asked meekly: 51

"What are you going to do, sir?"
"l shall remove your gold crown, that'sall,” hesaid, clearly indifferent.
| thought of pretending to be sick:

"Couldn't you wait a few days, sir? | don'tfeel well, | have afeverag"



He wrinkled his brow, thought for a moment, and took my pulse.
"All right, son. Come back to see me when you feel better.
But don't wait for me to call you!"

| went back to see him a week later. With the same excuse: | still was not feeling better. He did not
seem surprised, and | don't know whether he believed me. Yet he most likely was pleased that | had
come back on my own, as | had promised. He granted me a further delay.

A few days after my visit, the dentist's office was shut down.

He had been thrown into prison and was about to be hanged. It appeared that he had been dealing
in the prisoners gold teeth for his own benefit. | felt no pity for him. In fact, | was pleased with what
was happening to him: my gold crown was safe. It could beuseful to me one day, to buy something,
some bread or even timeto live. At that moment in time, al that mattered to me was my daily bowl
of soup, my crust of stale bread. The bread, the soupa€”

those were my entire life. | was nothing but a body. Perhaps even less. afamished stomach. The
stomach alone was measuring time.

IN THE WAREHOUSE, | often worked next to a young French-woman. We did not speak: she did
not know German and | did not understand French.

| thought she looked Jewish, though she passed for "Aryan."
Shewas aforced labor inmate.
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One day when Idek was venting his fury, | happened to crosshis path. He threw himself on me like
awild beast, beating me in the chest, on my head, throwing me to the ground and picking me up
again, crushing me with ever more violent blows, until | wascovered in blood. As | bit my lips in
order not to howl with pain, he must have mistaken my silence for defiance and so he continued to
hit me harder and harder.

Abruptly, he camed down and sent me back to work as if nothing had happened. As if we had
taken part in a game inwhich both roles were of equal importance.

| dragged myself to my corner. | was aching al over. | felt acool hand wiping the blood from my
forehead. It was the French girl. Shewas smiling her mournful smile as she dlipped me acrust of bread.
She looked straight into my eyes. | knew she wanted totalk to me but that she was paralyzed with
fear. She remained like that for some time, and then her face lit up and she said, in amost perfect
German:

"Bite your lips, little brother & D on'tcry. Keepyour anger, your hate, for another day, for later.
The day will come but notnow & W ait. Clenchyourteethandw ai t & "

MANY YEARS LATER, in Paris, | satin the Metro, reading my news-paper. Across the aisle, a
beautiful woman with dark hair and dreamy eyes. | had seen those eyes before.



"Madame, don't you recognize me?"

"I don't know you, sir."

"In 1944, you were in Poland, in Buna, weren't you?"

"Yes, but &€ "

"Y ou worked in adepot, awarehouse for electrical part séa€; "

"Yes" she said, looking troubled. And then, after amoment of silence: "W aité&l do remember
a€ "
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"ldek, the K apoé&€theyoungJewish boy &€lyoursweetwordsaE "

We left the MA®tro together and sat down at ac af A© terrace. We spent the whole evening reminiscing.
Before parting, | said, "May | ask one more question?"

"I know what itis: Am | Jew i sh &€ ?Yes, | am. From an observant family. During the Occupation, | had
false papers and passed as Aryan. And that washow | was assigned to a forced labor unit.

When they deported me to Germany, | eluded being sent to a concentration camp. At the depot,
nobody knew that | spoke German; it would have aroused suspicion. It was imprudent of me to say those
few words to you, but | knew that you would not betray m e &, "

ANOTHER TI M E we were loading diesel motors onto freight carsunder the supervision of some
German soldiers. Idek was on edge, he had trouble restraining himself. Suddenly, he exploded.

Thevictim this time was my father.
"You old loafer!" he started yelling. "Is this what you call working?'

And he began beating him with an iron bar. At first, my father smply doubled over under the blows,
but then he seemed to break in two like an old tree struck by lightning.

| had watched it all happening without moving. | kept silent. Infact, | thought of stealing away in order
not to suffer the blows.

What's more, if | felt anger at that moment, it was not directed at the Kapo but at my father. Why couldn't he
have avoided |dek's wrath?

That was what life in a concentration camp had made of mea€;
Franek, the foreman, one day noticed the gold crown in my mouth:
"L et me have your crown, kid."
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| answered that | could not because without that crown | could no longer eat.
"For what they give you to eat, ki d&a€l"

| found another answer: my crown had been listed in the reg-ister during the medical checkup; this
could mean trouble for us both.

"If you don't give me your crown, it will cost you much more!"

All of a sudden, this pleasant and intelligent young man had changed. His eyes were shining with
greed. | told him that | needed to get my father's advice.

"Go ahead, kid, ask. But | want the answer by tomorrow."

When | mentioned it to my father, he hesitated. After a long silence, he said:

"No, my son. We cannot do this."

"He will seek revenge!"

"Hewon't dare, my son."

Unfortunately, Franek knew how to handle this, he knew my weak spot. My father had never served
in the military and could not march in step. But here, whenever we moved from one placeto another,
itwas in step. That presented Franek with the opportunity to torment him and, on adaily basis, to thrash
him savagely.

Left, right: hepunched him. Left, right: he slapped him.

| decided to give my father lessons in marching in step, in keeping time. We began practicing in
front of our block. | would command: "Left, right!" and my father would try.

The inmates made fun of us. "Look at the little officer, teach-ingtheold mantomarcha€ Hey, little
general, how many rations of bread does the old man giveyou for this?'

But my father did not make sufficient progress, and the blows continued to rain on him.
"So! You still don't know how to march in step, you old good-for-nothing?"
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This went on for two weeks. It was untenable. We had to give in. That day, Franek burst into savage
laughter:

"I knew it, | knew that | would win, kid. Better late than never. And becauseyou made me wait, it
will also cost you a ration of bread. A ration of bread for one of my pas, a famous dentist from
Warsaw. To pay him for pulling out your crown."

"What? My ration of bread so that you can have my crown?’



Franek smiled.
"What would you like? That | break your teeth by smashing your face?"

That evening, in the latrines, the dentist from Warsaw pulled my crown with the help of a rusty
Spoon.

Franek became pleasant again. From time to time, he even gave me extra soup. But it didn't last
long. Two weeks later, all the Poles were transferred to another camp. | had lost my crown for
nothing.

A FEW DAYS BEFORE the Polesleft, 1 had anovel experience.

It was on a Sunday morning. Our Kommando was not required to work that day. Only Idek would not
hear of staying in thecamp. We had to go to the depot. This sudden enthusiasm for work astonished
us. At the depot, Idek entrusted us to Franek, saying, "Do what you like. But do something. Or else,
you'll hear from meé€; "

And he disappeared.
We didn't know what to do. Tired of huddling on the ground, we each took turns strolling through
the warehouse, in the hope of finding something, a piece of bread, perhaps, that a civilian might have

forgotten there.

When | reached the back of the building, | heard sounds coming from a small adjoining room. |
moved closer and had a56

glimpse of ldek and a young Polish girl, haf naked, on a straw mat. Now | understood why |dek
refused to leave us in the camp.

He moved one hundred prisoners so that he could copulate with this girl! It struck me as terribly
funny and | burst out laughing.

Idek jumped, turned and saw me, while the girl tried to cover her breasts. | wanted to run away, but
my feet were nailed to thefloor. Idek grabbed me by the throat.

Hissing a me, he threatened:

"Just you wait, k i d &} Y o u will seewhat it coststo leaveyourwork &} Y ou'l | pay for thisl at er &€
A nd now goback toyourpl aceé€l”

A HALF HOUR BEFORE the usual time to stop work, the Kapo assembled the entire Kommando.
Roll call. Nobody understood what was going on. A roll call at this hour? Here? Only | knew.

The Kapo made ashort speech:
"An ordinary inmate does not have the right to mix into other people's affairs. One of you does not

seem to have understood this point. | shall therefore try to make him understand clearly, once and for
al."



| felt the sweat running down my back.

"A-7713!"

| stepped forward.

"A crate!" he ordered.

They brought a crate.

"Lie down on it! On your belly!"

| obeyed.

| no longer felt anything except the lashes of the whip.

"One! & Two! & " hewas counting.

He took his time between lashes. Only the first really hurt. | heard him count:
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"Tené&eleven! & "

His voice was calm and reached me as through a thick wall.

"Twenty-threea€}"

Two more, | thought, half unconscious.

The Kapo was waiting.

"Twenty-foura€jitwenty-fivel

It was over. | had not realized it, but | had fainted. | came to when they doused me with cold
water. | was still lying on thecrate. In a blur, 1 could see the wet ground next to me. Then | heard
someoneyell. It had to be the Kapo. | began to distinguish what he was shouting:

"Stand up!"

| must have made some movement to get up, but | felt myself fall back on the crate. How | wanted to get
up!

"Stand up!" He was yelling even more loudly.
If only | could answer him, if only I could tell him that | could not move. But my mouth would not open.
At ldek'scommand, two inmates lifted meand led me to him.

"Look me in the eye!"



| looked at him without seeing him. | was thinking of my father. Hewould be suffering more than 1.

"Listen to me, you son of a swine!" said Idek coldly. "So much for your curiosity. You shall receive
five times more if you dare tell anyone what you saw! Understood?"

| nodded, once, ten times, endlessly. As if my head had decided to say yesfor all eternity.

ONE SUNDAY, as haf of our group, including my father, was at work, the others, including me,
took the opportunity to stay and rest.

At around ten o'clock, the sirens started to go off. Alert. The58

BlockAo Iteste gathered us inside the blocks, while the SS took refuge in the shelters. As it was
relatively easy to escape during an alerta€’the guards left the watchtowers and the electric current inthe
barbed wire was cuté€’the standing order to the SS was to shoot anyone found outside his block.

In no time, the camp had the look of an abandoned ship. No living soul in the aleys. Next to the
kitchen, two cauldrons of hot, steaming soup had been left untended. Two cauldrons of soup!

Smack in the middle of the road, two cauldrons of soup with no one to guard them! A royal feast going
to waste! Supreme tempta-tion! Hundreds of eyes were looking at them, shining with desire.

Two lambs with hundreds of wolves lying in wait for them. Two lambs without a shepherd, free for
the taking. But who would dare?

Fear was greater than hunger. Suddenly, we saw the door of Block 37 open slightly. A man appeared,
crawling snakelike in the direction of the cauldrons.

Hundreds of eyes were watching his every move. Hundreds of men were crawling with him, scraping their
bodies with his on the stones. All hearts trembled, but mostly with envy. He was the one who had dared.

He reached the first cauldron. Hearts were pounding harder: he had succeeded. Jealousy devoured us,
consumed us. We never thought to admire him. Poor hero committing suicide for a ration or two or more
of soup &€} | nour minds, he was already dead.

Lying on the ground near the cauldron, he was trying to lift himself to the cauldron's rim. Either out
of weakness or out of fear, he remained there, undoubtedly to muster his strength. At last he succeeded
in pulling himself up to therim. For a second, he seemed to be looking at himself in the soup,
looking for his ghostly reflection there. Then, for no apparent reason, he let out a terrible scream, a death
rattle such as | had never heard before 59

and, with open mouth, thrust his head toward the still steaming liquid. We jumped at the sound of the
shot. Faling to the ground, his face stained by the soup, the man writhed afew seconds at the base of
the cauldron, and then he was still.

That was when we began to hear the planes. Almost at the same moment, the barrack began to
shake.

"They're bombing the Buna factory,” someone shouted.



| anxiously thought of my father, who was at work. But | was glad nevertheless. To watch that
factory go up in flames&€”what revenge! While we had heard some talk of German military defeatson
the various fronts, we were not sureif they were credible.

But today, thiswas real!

We were not afraid. And yet, if a bomb had fallen on the blocks, it would have claimed hundreds of
inmates lives. But weno longer feared death, in any event not this particular death.

Every bomb that hit filled us with joy, gave us renewed confidence.

The raid lasted more than one hour. If only it could have goneonfortentimestenhoursé&Then,
once more, there was silence.

The last sound of the American plane dissipated in the wind and there we were, in our cemetery. On
the horizon we saw a long trail of black smoke. The sirens began to wail again. The end of the alert.

Everyone came out of the blocks. We breathed in air filled with fire and smoke, and our eyes shone
with hope. A bomb had landed in the middle of the camp, near the Appelplatz, the assembly point,
but had not exploded. We had to dispose of it outsidethe camp.

The head of the camp, the LagerAn |teste, accompanied by hisaide and by the chief Kapo, were on
an inspection tour of thecamp. The raid had left traces of great fear on his face.

In the very center of the camp lay the body of the man with 60

soup stains on his face, the only victim. The cauldrons were carried back to the kitchen.

The SS were back at their posts in the watchtowers, behind their machine guns. Intermission was
over.

An hour later, we saw the Kommandos returning, in step as always. Happily, | caught sight of my father.
"Severa buildings were flattened,” he said, "but the depotwas not touched &€} "
In the afternoon, we cheerfully went to clear the ruins.

ONE WEEK LATER, aswe returned from work, there, in the middle of the camp, inthe Appelplatz,
stood ablack gallows.

We learned that soup would be distributed only after roll call, which lasted longer than usual. The
orders were given more harshly than on other days, and there were strange vibrations inthe air.

"Caps off!" the LagerAx Iteste suddenly shouted.
Ten thousand caps came off at once.
"Cover your heads!"

Ten thousand caps were back on our heads, at lightning speed.



The camp gate opened. An SS unit appeared and encircled us: one SS every three paces. The machine guns
on the watchtowerswere pointed toward the Appelplatz.

"They're expecting trouble,” whispered Juliek.
Two SS were headed toward the solitary confinement cell.

They came back, the condemned man between them. He was ayoung boy from Warsaw. An inmate
with three years in concentration camps behind him. He was tall and strong, a giant comparedto me.

His back was to the gallows, his face turned toward hisjudge, the head of the camp. Hewas pae but
seemed more solemn than 61

frightened. His manacled hands did not tremble. His eyes were coolly assessing the hundreds of SS
guards, the thousands of prisoners surrounding him.

The LagerAs |teste began to read the verdict, emphasizing every word:
"In the name of ReichsfAYhrer Himmlera€ prisoner number

&€ stoleduringtheairraid & accordingtothel aw &jprisonernumber &}i s condemned to
death. Let this be awarning and an exampleto all prisoners."

Nobody moved.

| heard the pounding of my heart. The thousands of people who died daily in Auschwitz and
Birkenau, in the crematoria, no longer troubled me. But this boy, leaning against his gallows, up-set me

deeply.
"This ceremony, will it beover soon? I'mhungry & " whispered Juliek.

Ata sign of the LagerAc Iteste, the Lagerkapo stepped up to the condemned youth. He was assisted by
two prisoners. In exchange for two bowls of soup.

The Kapo wanted to blindfold the youth, but he refused.

After what seemed like a long moment, the hangman put therope around his neck. He was about to
signa his aides to pull the chair from under the young man's feet when the latter shouted, in astrong and
calm voice:

"Long live liberty! My curse on Germany! My curse! My&€E™"

The executioner had completed his work.

Likea sword, the order cut through the air:

"Caps of f!"

Ten thousand prisoners paid their respects.
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boy and stared at his extinguished eyes, the tongue hanging from his gaping mouth. The Kapos
forced everyone to look him squarely in the face.

Afterward, we were given permission to go back to our block and have our meal.

| remember that on that evening, the soup tasted better than evera€

| WATCHED other hangings. | never saw a single victim weep.

These withered bodies had long forgotten the bitter taste of tears.

Except once. The Oberkapo of the Fifty-second Cable Kommando was a Dutchman: a giant of a
man, well over six feet. Hehad some seven hundred prisoners under his command, and they al loved
him like a brother. Nobody had ever endured a blow or even an insult from him.

In his "service" was ayoung boy, a pipel, as they were called.

This one had a delicate and beautiful faced€”an incredible sight inthis camp.

(In Buna, the pipe- were hated; they often displayed greater cruelty than their elders. | once saw one
of them, a boy of thirteen, beat his father for not making his bed properly. As the old man quietly
wept, the boy was yelling: "If you don't stop crying instantly, | will no longer bring you bread.
Understood?' But the Dutchman's little servant was beloved by all. His was the face of an angel in
distress.)

One day the power failed at the central electric plant in Buna.

The Gestapo, summoned to inspect the damage, concluded that it was sabotage. They found a trail. It
led to the block of the Dutch Oberkapo. And after a search, they found a significant quan-tity of

weapons.
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The Oberkapo was arrested on the spot. He was tortured for weeks on end, invain. He gave no names.
Hewas transferred to Auschwitz. And never heard from again.

But hisyoung pipel remained behind, in solitary confinement.

He too was tortured, but he too remained silent. The SS then condemned him to death, him and two
other inmates who had been found to possess arms.

One day, as we returned from work, we saw three gallows, three black ravens, erected on the
Appelplatz. Roll cal. The SS

surrounding us, machine guns aimed at us. the usual ritual. Three prisoners in chainsé€”and, among them,



the little pipel, the sad-eyed angel.

The SS seemed more preoccupied, moreworried, than usual.

To hang achild in front of thousands of onlookers was not a small matter. The head of the camp read the
verdict. All eyeswere on the child. Hewas pale, amost calm, but he was biting his lips as he stood in
the shadow of the gallows.

Thistime, the Lagerkapo refused to act as executioner. Three SStook his place.

The three condemned prisoners together stepped onto the chairs. In unison, the nooses were placed
around their necks.

"Long liveliberty!" shouted the two men.

But the boy was silent.

"Where is merciful God, where is He?' someone behind me was asking.

At thesignal, thethree chairswere tipped over.

Total silence in the camp. On the horizon, the sun was setting.

"Caps off!" screamed the LagerAs Iteste. Hisvoice quivered. As for the rest of us, we were weeping.
"Cover your heads!"

Then came the march past the victims. The two men were no longer alive. Their tongues were hanging out,
swollen and bluish.

64

But the third rope was still moving: the child, too light, was till breathing &€

And so he remained for more than haf an hour, lingering between life and death, writhing before
our eyes. And we wereforced to look at him at close range. He was still alive when | passed him.
His tongue was still red, his eyes not yet extinguished.

Behind me, | heard the same man asking:

"For God's sake, where is God?"

And fromwithinme, | heard avoice answer:

"Where He is? This is where&€”hanging here from this gall ow s&€; "

That night, the soup tasted of corpses.
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THE SUMMER was coming to an end. The Jewish year was almost over. On the eve of Rosh Hashanah,
the last day of that cursed year, the entire camp was agitated and every one of us felt the tension. After
al, thiswas aday unlike al others. The last day of theyear. Theword "last" had an odd ringtoit. What
if it really were the last day?

The evening meal was distributed, an especially thick soup, but nobody touched it. We wanted to
wait until after prayer. Onthe Appelplatz, surrounded by electrified barbed wire, thousands of Jews,
anguish on their faces, gathered in silence.

Night was faling rapidly. And more and more prisoners kept coming, from every block, suddenly
able to overcome time and space, to will both into submission.

What are You, my God? | thought angrily. How do You compare to this stricken mass gathered to
affirm to You their faith, their anger, their defiance? What does Your grandeur mean, Master of the
Universe, in the face of all this cowardice, this decay, and this misery? Why do you go on troubling
these poor people'swounded minds, their ailing bodies?
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SOME T EN THOUSAND MEN had come to participate in a solemn service, including the
BlockAxrlteste, the Kapos, al bureaucrats inthe service of Desth.

"Blessed be the Almighty &€ "

The voice of the officiating inmate had just become audible.

Atfirst | thought it was the wind.

"Blessed be God's nameé€ "

Thousands of lips repeated the benediction, bent over liketrees in a storm.

Blessed be God's name?

Why, but why would | bless Him? Every fiber in me rebelled.

Because He caused thousands of children to burn in His mass graves? Because He kept six
crematoria working day and night, including Sabbath and the Holy Days? Because in His great might,
He had created Auschwitz, Birkenau, Buna, and so many other factories of death? How could | say
to Him: Blessed be Thou, Almighty, Master of the Universe, who chose us among all nations to be
tortured day and night, to watch as our fathers, our mothers, our brothers end up in the furnaces?

Praised be T hy Holy Name, for having chosen us to be slaughtered on Thine altar?

| listened as the inmate's voice rose; it was powerful yet broken, amid the weeping, the sobbing, the
sighing of the entire

"congregation”:

"All the earth and universe are God's!"



He kept pausing, as though he lacked the strength to uncover the meaning beneath the text. The
melody was stifled in histhroat.

And |, the former mystic, was thinking: Yes, man is stronger, greater than God. When Adam and Eve
deceived You, You chased 67

them from paradise. When You were displeased by Noah's generation, You brought down the Flood.
When Sodom lost Y our favor, You caused the heavens to rain down fire and damnation. But look at these
men whom You have betrayed, allowing them to be tortured, slaughtered, gassed, and burned, what
do they do? They pray before Y ou! They praise Y our name!

"All of creation bearswitness to the Greatness of God!"

In days gone by, Rosh Hashanah had dominated my life. | knew that my sins grieved the Almighty and
so | pleaded for forgiveness. In those days, | fully believed that the salvation of theworld depended
on every one of my deeds, on every one of my prayers.

But now, | no longer pleaded for anything. | was no longer able to lament. On the contrary, | felt
very strong. | was the accuser, God the accused. My eyes had opened and | was alone, terribly alone in a
world without God, without man. Without love or mercy. | was nothing but ashes now, but | felt
myself to bestronger than this Almighty to whom my life had been bound for solong. Inthe midst of
these men assembled for prayer, | felt like an observer, a stranger.

The service ended with Kaddish. Each of us recited Kaddish for his parents, for his children, and for
himself.

We remained standing in the Appelplatz for a long time, unable to detach ourselves from this surreal
moment. Then came thetime to go to sleep, and slowly the inmates returned to their blocks. |
thought | heard them wishing each other a Happy New Y ear!

| ran to look for my father. At the same time | was afraid of having to wish him a happy year in
which | no longer believed.

He was leaning against the wall, bent shoulders sagging as if under a heavy load. | went up to him,
took his hand and kissed it. | felt a tear on my hand. Whose was it? Mine? His? | said nothing.
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Nor did he. Never before had we understood each other so clearly.

The sound of the bell brought us back to reality. We had to goto bed. We came back from very far
away, | looked up a my father's face, trying to glimpse a smile or something like it on his stricken
face. But there was nothing. Not the shadow of an expression. Defeat.

YOM KIPPUR. The Day of Atonement. Should we fast? The question was hotly debated. To fast
could mean a more certain, more rapid death. In this place, we were always fasting. It was Y om Kip-pur
year-round. But there were those who said we should fast, precisely because it was dangerous to do
so. We needed to show God that even here, locked in hell, we were capable of singing His praises.



| did not fast. First of all, to please my father who had forbidden me to do so. And then, there was no
longer any reason for me to fast. | no longer accepted God's silence. As | swallowed my ration of soup, |
turned that act into a symbol of rebellion, of protest against Him.

And | nibbled on my crust of bread.

Deep inside me, | felt agreat void opening.

THE SS OFFERED us a beautiful present for the new year.

We had just returned from work. As soon as we passed the camp's entrance, we sensed something
out of the ordinary inthe air. T he roll call was shorter than usual. The evening soup was distributed

at great speed, swalowed as quickly. We were anxious.

| was no longer in the same block as my father. They had 69

transferred me to another Kommando, the construction one, where twelve hours a day | hauled heavy
dlabs of stone. The head of my new block was a German Jew, small with piercing eyes.

That evening he announced to us that henceforth no one was alowed to leave the block after the
evening soup. A terrible word began to circulate soon thereafter: selection.

We knew what it meant. An SSwould examine us. Whenever he found someone extremely frailé€’a
"Muselman” was what we called those inmatesé€”he would write down his number: good for the
crematorium.

After the soup, we gathered between the bunks. T he veteranstold us: "You're lucky to have been
brought here so late. Today, this is paradise compared to what the camp was two years ago.

Back then, Buna was a veritable hell. No water, no blankets, lesssoup and bread. At night, we Slept
amost naked and the temper-ature was thirty below. We were collecting corpses by the hundreds
every day. Work was very hard. Today, this is a little paradise. The Kapos back then had ordersto kill a
certain number of prisoners every day. And every week, selection. A mercilessselectiona€ Y es,
you are lucky."

"Enough! Bequiet!" | begged them. "Tell your stories tomorrow, or some other day."

They burst out laughing. They were not veterans for nothing.

"Are you scared? We too were scared. And, at that time, for good reason.”

The old men stayed in their corner, silent, motionless, hunted-down creatures. Some were praying.

One more hour. Then we would know the verdict: death or reprieve.

And my father? | first thought of him now. How would he pass selection? He had aged so mu c h &€,

Our BlockAxlteste had not been outside a concentration camp 70



since 1933. He had aready been through all the slaughterhouses, all the factories of death. Around nine
o'clock, he cameto stand inour midst:

"Achtung!"

Therewas instant silence.

"Listen carefully to what | am about to tell you." For the first time, his voice quivered. "In a few
moments, selection will take place. You will have to undress completely. Then you will go, one by one,
before the SS doctors. | hope you will al pass. But you must try to increase your chances. Before
you go into the next room, try to move your limbs, give yourself some color. Don't walk slowly, run!
Run asif you had the devil a your heels! Don't look at the SS. Run, straight in front of you!"

He paused and then added:

"And most important, don't be afraid!”

That was a piece of advice we would have loved to be ableto follow.

| undressed, leaving my clothes on my cot. Tonight, therewasno danger that they would be stolen.

Tibi and Yossi, who had changed Kommandos at the sametime | did, came to urge me:

"Let's stay together. It will makeus stronger.”

Yoss was mumbling something. He probably was praying. | had never suspected that Yossi was
religious. In fact, | had always believed the opposite. Tibi was silent and very pale. All the block inmates
stood naked between the rows of bunks. This must be how one stands for the Last Judgment.

"They are coming!"

Three SS officers surrounded the notorious Dr. Mengele, the very same who had received usin Birkenau.
The BlockAurlteste attempted a smile. He asked us:

"Ready?'
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Yes, wewereready. So were the SS doctors. Dr. Mengele was holding alist: our numbers. He nodded to
the Blockalteste: we can begin! Asif thiswere agame.

The first to go were the "notables" of the block, the Stubenal-teste, the Kapos, the foremen, all of whom
were in perfect physical condition, of course!l Then came the ordinary prisoners turns. Dr.

Mengele looked them over from head to toe. From time to time, he noted a number. | had but one
thought: not to have my number taken down and not to show my left arm.

In front of me, therewereonly Tibi and Yossi. They passed. | had time to notice that Mengele had not
written down their numbers. Someone pushed me. It was my turn. | ran without looking back. My
head was spinning: you are too skinny &l you aretoo weak &}y ou are too skinny, you are
good for the ov ensé€



The race seemed endless; | felt as though | had been running fory ear sé&€| Y ouare too skinny, you
are tooweak & Atlast| arrived.

Exhausted. When | had caught my breath, | asked Yossi and Tibi:
"Did they write me down?"
"No," said Yossi. Smiling, he added, "Anyway, they couldn't have. You were running too fast.&€|

| began to laugh. | was happy. | felt like kissing him. At that moment, the others did not matter!
They had not written me down.

Those whose numbers had been noted were standing apart, abandoned by the whole world. Some were
silently weeping.

THE ss OFFICERS left. The Blockalteste appeared, his face reflect-ing our collective weariness.
"It all went well. Don't worry. Nothing will happen to anyone.
Not to anyone &€
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Hewas still trying to smile. A poor emaciated Jew questioned him anxiously, his voice trembling:
"Buté&€sir. They didwrite medown!"
At that, the BlockAnrlteste vented his anger: What! Someone refused to take his word?

"What isit now? Perhapsyou think I'm lying? I'm telling you, once and for al: nothing will happen to
you! Nothing! You just liketo wallow in your despair, you fools!"

The bell rang, signaling that the selection had ended in the entire camp.

With all my strength | began to race toward Block 36; midway, | met my father. He came toward me:
"So? Did you pass?'

"Yes. And you?"'

"Also."

We were able to breathe again. My father had a present for me: a half ration of bread, bartered for
something he had found at the depot, a piece of rubber that could be used torepair a shoe.

The bell. It was aready time to part, to go to bed. The bell regulated everything. It gave me orders
and | executed them blindly. | hated that bell. Whenever | happened to dream of a better world, |
imagined auniverse without a bell.

A FEW DAYS passed. We were no longer thinking about the selection. We went to work as usual



and loaded the heavy stones onto the freight cars. The rations had grown smaller; that was the only
change.

We had risen at dawn, as we did every day. We had recelved our black coffee, our ration of bread.
We were about to head to thework yard as always. The BlockAxlteste came running: 73

"Let's have a moment of quiet. | have here alist of numbers. | shall read them to you. All those caled
will not go to work thismorning; they will stay in camp.”

Softly, he read some ten numbers. We understood. These were the numbers from the selection. Dr.
Mengele had not forgotten.

The BlockAnlteste turned to go to his room. The ten prisoners surrounded him, clinging to his
clothes:

"Save usl You promisedé&E W ewant to goto the depot, we are strong enough to work. We are good
workers. Wecané&lwewant & "

He tried to cam them, to reassure them about their fate, to explain to them that staying in the camp
did not mean much, had no tragic significance: "After all, | stay here every day &€} "

The argument was more than flimsy. He realized it and, without another word, locked himself in his
room.

The bell had just rung.
"Form ranks!"

Now, it no longer mattered that the work was hard. All that mattered was to be far from the block,
far from the crucible of death, from the center of hell.

| saw my father running in my direction. Suddenly, | was afraid.

"What is happening?"

Hewas out of breath, hardly able to open his mouth.

"Metoo, metoo &l T h ey told metoo to stay in the camp.”

They had recorded his number without his noticing.

"What are we going to do?' | said anxioudly.

But it was hewho tried to reassure me:

"It'snot certain yet. There's still achance. Today, they will do another sel ection &€ adecisveoneég€ "
| said nothing.
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He felt time was running out. He was speaking rapidly, hewanted to tell me so many things. His
speech became confused, his voice was choked. He knew that | had to leave in a few moments. He
was going to remain alone, so al o n e &

"Here, take this knife," he said. "I won't need it anymore. You may find it useful. Also take this spoon. Don't
sall it. Quickly! Go ahead, takewhat I'm giving you!"

My inheritancea€

"Don't talk like that, Father." | was on the verge of breakinginto sobs. "I don't want you to say such
things. Keep the spoon and knife. You will need them as much as |. Welll see each other tonight, after
work."

He looked at me with his tired eyes, veiled by despair. Heinsisted:

"l amaskingy ou & T ak eit, do as| ask you, my son. Time is running out. Do as your father asksy o u &€

Our Kapo shouted the order to march.

The Kommando headed toward the camp gate. Left, right! | was biting my lips. My father had
remained near the block, leaning against the wall. Then he began to run, to try to catch up with us. Perhaps
he had forgotten to tell me somethingé&E B ut weweremarchingtoofasta€ L eft, right!
Wewere at the gate. Wewere being counted. Around us, thedin of military music. Then we were outside.
ALL DAY, | PLODDED AROUND like a sleepwalker. Tibi and Yoss would call out to me, from
time to time, trying to reassure me. As did the Kapo who had given me easier tasks that day. | felt sick at
heart. How kindly they treated me. Like an orphan. | thought: Even now, my father is helping me.

| myself didn't know whether | wanted the day to go by 75

quickly or not. I was afraid of finding myself alone that evening.
How good it would beto die right here!

At last, we began the returnjourney. How | longed for an order to run! The military march. The gate.
The camp. | ran toward Block 36.

Were there still miracles on this earth? He was alive. He had passed the second selection. He had till
proved his usefulnessa€;

| gave him back hisknifeand spoon.

AKIBA DRUMER HAS L EFT us, avictim of the selection. Lately, he had been wandering among
us, his eyes glazed, telling everyone how weak hewas:. "l cantgoon &€l t'sover &, " Wetriedtoraise
his spirits, but he wouldn't listen to anything we said. He just kept repeating that it was all over for
him, that he could no longer fight, he had no more strength, no more faith. His eyes would suddenly
go blank, leaving two gaping wounds, two wells of terror.



He was not done in having lost his faith during those days of selection. | knew arabbi, from a small
town in Poland. He was old and bent, his lips constantly trembling. He was always praying, inthe block, at
work, in the ranks. He recited entire pages from the Tamud, arguing with himself, asking and
answering himself endless questions. One day, he said to me:

"It'sover. God is no longer with us."
And as though he regretted having uttered such words so coldly, so dryly, he added in his broken
voice, "I know. No one has the right to say things like that. | know that very well. Man is too

insignificant, too limited, to even try to comprehend God's mysterious ways. But what can someone
like myself do? I'm neither a sage nor ajust man. | am not a saint. I'ma simple creature 76

of fleshand bone. | suffer hell in my soul and my flesh. | also haveeyes and | see what is being done
here. Where is God's mercy?

Where's God? How can | believe, how can anyone believe in thisGod of Mercy?"
Poor Akiba Drumer, if only he could have kept his faith in God, if only he could have considered
this suffering a divine test, he would not have been swept away by the selection. But as soon as he

felt the first chinks in his faith, he lost al incentive to fight and opened the door to death.

When the selection came, he was doomed from the start, offering his neck to the executioner, as it
were. All he asked of uswas:

"In three days, I'll begoneé&€ Say Kaddish for me."

We promised: in three days, when we would see the smokerising from the chimney, we would think
of him. We would gather ten men and hold a specia service. All his friends would say Kaddish.

Then he left, in the direction of the hospital. His step was almost steady and he never looked back.
An ambulance waswaiting to take him to Birkenau.

There followed terrible days. We received more blows than food. The work was crushing. And three
days after he left, we forgot to say Kaddish.

WINTER HAD ARRIVED. The days became short and the nights almost unbearable. From the first
hours of dawn, a glacia wind lashed us like a whip. We were handed winter clothing: striped shirts
that were a bit heavier. The veterans grabbed the opportunity for further sniggering:

"Now you'll really get a taste of camp!”
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We went off to work as usual, our bodies frozen. T he stoneswere so cold that touching them, we
felt that our hands would remain stuck. But we got used to that too.

Christmas and New Year's we did not work. We were treated to adightly less transparent soup.



Around the middle of January, my right foot began to swell from the cold. |1 could not stand on it. |
went to the infirmary. The doctor, a great Jewish doctor, a prisoner like ourselves, was cate-gorical:
"We have to operate! If wewait, the toes and perhaps thelegwill have to be amputated.”

That was al | needed! But | had no choice. The doctor had decided to operate and there could be no
discussion. Infact, | wasrather glad that the decison had been his.

They put me in a bed with white sheets. | had forgotten that people slept in sheets.

Actualy, being in the infirmary was not bad at al: we were entitled to good bread, a thicker soup. No
more bell, no more roll call, no morework. From time to time, | was able to send a piece of bread to
my father.

Next to me lay a Hungarian Jew suffering from dysentery. Hewas skin and bones, his eyes were
dead. | could just hear hisvoice, the only indication that he was alive. Where did he get the strength
to speak?

"Don't rejoice too soon, son. Here too there is selection. Infact, more often than outside. Germany
has no need of sick Jews.

Germany has no need of me. When the next transport arrives, you'll have a new neighbor. Therefore,
listen to me: leave theinfirmary before the next selection!™

These words, coming from the grave, as it were, from a faceless shape, filled me with terror. True, the
infirmary was very small, and if new patients were to arrive, room would have to be made.

But then perhaps my faceless neighbor, afraid of being among 78

thefirst displaced, simply wanted to get rid of me, to free my bed, to give himself achancetosurviv e &€
Per hap sheonly wanted to frighten me. But then again, what if he was telling the truth? | decided to
wait and see.

THE DOCTOR CAME TO TEL L ME that he would operate the next day.

"Don't be afraid,” he said. "Everything will be all right."

At ten o'clock in the morning, | was taken to the operating room. My doctor was there. That
reassured me. | felt that in hispresence, nothing serious could happen to me. Every one of hiswords
was headling and every glance of his carried a message of hope. "It will hurt alittle,” he said, "but it
will pass. Be brave."

T he operation lasted one hour. They did not put me to sleep.

| did not take my eyesoff my doctor. Then | felt myself si nk &€

When | came to and opened my eyes, | first saw nothing but a huge expanse of white, my sheets, then |
saw my doctor's face above me.

"Everything went well. Y ou have spunk, my boy. Next, you'll stay here two weeks for some proper rest and
that will beit. You'll eat well, you'll relax your body and your nerv esé€}”



All | could do was follow the movements of his lips. | barely understood what he was telling me, but
the inflection of his voice soothed me. Suddenly, | broke into a cold sweat; | couldn't feel my leg!
Had they amputated it?

"Doctor,” | stammered. "Doctor?'

"What isit, son?'

| didn't have the courage to ask him.

"Doctor, 'mthirsty &€"

He had water brought to m e &€} Hewas smiling. Hewas ready to walk out, to see other patients.

79

"Doctor?"

"Yes?

"Will | be able to use my leg?"

He stopped smiling. | became very frightened. He said, "Listen, son. Do you trust me?'
"Very much, Doctor."

"Then listen well: in two weeks you'll be fully recovered.

You'll be able to walk like the others. The sole of your foot was full of pus. | just had to open the sac.
Y our leg was not amputated.

You'l see, intwo weeks, you'll be walking around like everybody else.”
All 1 had to do was wait two weeks.

BUT TWO DAYS AFTER my operation, rumors swept through the camp that the battlefront had
suddenly drawn nearer. The Red Army wasracing toward Buna: it was only a matter of hours.

We were quite used to this kind of rumor. It wasn't the first time that false prophets announced to
us. peace-in-the-world, the-Red-Cross-negotiating-our-liberation, or other f ab | e s &} A n d often we
would believe them &€} It was like an injection of morphine.

Only this time, these prophecies seemed more founded. During the last nights we had heard the
cannons in the distance.

My faceless neighbor spoke up:

"Don't be deluded. Hitler has made it clear that he will annihilate all Jews before the clock strikes
twelve."

| exploded:



"What do you care what he said? Would you want us to consider him a prophet?”

His cold eyes stared at me. At last, he said wearily: 80

"I have more faith in Hitler than in anyone else. He alone has kept his promises, al his promises, to
the Jewish people.”

THAT AFTERNOON AT FOUR O'CLOCK, as usua, the bell called all the BlockAnlteste for their
daily report.

They came back shattered. They had difficulty opening their mouths. All they could utter was one
word: "Evacuation.” T hecamp was going to be emptied and we would be sent to the rear.

Where to? Somewhere in deepest Germany. To other camps, there was no shortage of them.

"When?"

"Tomorrow night."

"Perhaps the Russians will arrivebeforeé€ ™

"Perhaps.”

We knew perfectly well they would not.

The camp had become a hive of activity. People were running, caling to one another. In every block, the
inmates prepared for the journey ahead. | had forgotten about my lame foot. A doctor came into the

room and announced:

"Tomorrow, right after nightfall, the camp will start on its march. Block by block. The sick can
remain in the infirmary.

They will not be evacuated.”
That news made us wonder. Were the SS redly going to leave hundreds of prisoners behind in the
infirmaries, pending the arrival of their liberators? Were they really going to alow Jews to hear the

clock strike twelve? Of course not.

"All the patients will be finished off on the spot,” said thefaceless one. "And in one last swoop,
thrown into the furnaces."

"Surely, the camp will be mined,” said another. "Right after the evacuation, it will al blow up."
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Asfor me, | was thinking not about death but about not wanting to be separated from my father. We had
already suffered so much, endured so much together. Thiswas not the moment to separate.



| ran outside to look for him. The snow was piled high, the blocks windows veiled in frost. Holding
a shoe in my hand, for | could not put it on my right foot, | ran, feeling neither pain nor cold.

"What are we going to do?"'

My father didn't answer.

"What are we going to do?"

He was lost in thought. The choice was in our hands. For once. We could decide our fate for
ourselves. To stay, both of us, in the infirmary, where, thanks to my doctor, he could enter as either a
patient or a medic.

| had made up my mind to accompany my father wherever he went.

"Well, Father, what do we do?'

He was silent.

"Let's be evacuated with the others,” | said.

He didn't answer. Hewas looking at my foot.

"You think you'll be able to walk?'

"Yes, | think so."

"Let's hope we won't regret it, Eliezer."

AFTER THE WAR, | learned the fate of those who had remained at theinfirmary. They were, quite
simply, liberated by the Russians, two days after the evacuation.

| DI D NOT RETURN to the infirmary. | went straight to my block.
My wound had reopened and was bleeding: the snow under my feet turned red.
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The BlockAxrlteste distributed double rations of bread and margarine for the road. We could take as
much clothing from the store as we wanted.

It was cold. We got into our bunks. The last night in Buna
Once more, the last night. The last night at home, the last nightin the ghetto, the last night in the
cattle car, and, now, the last night in Buna How much longer would our lives be lived from one

"last night" to the next?

| didn't sleep. Through the frosty windowpanes we could seeflashes of red. Cannon shots broke the
silence of night. How closethe Russians were! Between them and us&€”one night&€” our last.

There was whispering from one bunk to the other; with a little luck, the Russians would be here



before the evacuation. Hope was till alive.
Someone called out:
"Try to dleep. Gather your strength for thejourney."

It reminded me of my mother's last recommendations in the ghetto. But | couldn't fall asleep. My foot
wason fire.

IN THE MORNING, the camp did not look the same. The prisoners showed up in all kinds of
strange garb; it looked like amasquerade. We each had put on several garments, one over the other,
to better protect ourselves from the cold. Poor clowns, wider than tall, more dead than alive, poor
creatures whose ghostly faces peeked out from layers of prisoner's clothes! Poor clowns!

| tried tofind avery large shoe. Invain. | tore my blanket and wrapped it around my foot. Then |
went off to wander throughthe camp in search of a little more bread and a few potatoes.

Some people said we would be going to Czechoslovakia. No: to Gros-Rosen. No: to Gleiwitz. No: t o
&€
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TWO O'CLOCK in the afternoon. The snow continued to fall heavily.
Now the hours were passing quickly. Dusk had fallen. Daylight disappeared into agray mist.

Suddenly the BlockAnlteste remembered that we had forgotten to clean the block. He commanded
four prisoners to mop the floor&€,One hour before leaving camp! Why? For whom?

"For the liberating army,” he told us. "Let them know that here lived men and not pigs.”
So we were men after all? The block was cleaned from top to bottom.

AT six OCLOCK the bel rang. The death knell. Th e funeral. The procession was beginning its
march.

"Fall in! Quickly!

In a few moments, we stood in ranks. Block by block. Night had fallen. Everything was happening
according to plan.

The searchlights came on. Hundreds of SS appeared out of the darkness, accompanied by police dogs.
The snow continued to fall.

The gates of the camp opened. It seemed as though an even darker night was waiting for us on the
other side.

The first blocks began to march. We waited. We had to await the exodus of the fifty-six blocks that
preceded us. It was very cold. In my pocket, 1 had two pieces of bread. How | would have liked to eat
them! But | knew | must not. Not yet.



Our turn was coming: Block 53 &€Bl ock 55 &€
"Block 57, forward! March!™
It snowed on and on.
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AN ICY WIND was blowing violently. But we marched without faltering.

The SS made us increase our pace. "Faster, you tramps, you flea-ridden dogs!" Why not? Moving
fast made us alittle warmer. The blood flowed more readily in our veins. We had the feeling of being al i
Vv e &€

"Faster, you filthy dogs!" We were no longer marching, we were running. Like automatons. The SS were
running as well, weaponsin hand. We looked as though we were running from them.

The night was pitch-black. From time to time, a shot exploded in the darkness. They had orders to
shoot anyone who could not sustain the pace. Their fingers on the triggers, they did not deprive
themselves of the pleasure. If one of us stopped for asecond, a quick shot eliminated the filthy dog.

| was putting one foot in front of the other, like a machine. | was dragging this emaciated body that
was dtill such a weight. If only | could have shed it! Though | tried to put it out of my mind, I

couldn't help thinking that there were two of us: my body and |. And | hated that body. | kept repeating to
myself: 85

"Don't think, don't stop, run!"

Near me, menwere collapsing into the dirty snow. Gunshots.

A young boy from Poland was marching beside me. His namewas Zaman. He had worked in the
electrical material depot in Buna. People mocked him because he was forever praying or meditating on
some Talmudic question. For him, it was an escape from reality, fromfeelingtheb| ow s &€

All of a sudden, he had terrible stomach cramps.

"My stomach aches," he whispered to me. He couldn't go on.

He had to stop a moment. | begged him: "Wait a little, Zalman.

Soon, we will all cometo ahat. We cannot run like this to the end of the world."

But, while running, he began to undo his buttons and yelled to me: "I can't go on. My stomachisburs
tinga€"

"Makean effort, Zal mané&€ Try & "

"I can'tgoon,” he groaned.



He lowered his pants and fell to the ground.
That is the image | have of him.

| don't believe that he was finished off by an SS, for nobody had noticed. He must have died,
trampled under the feet of thethousands of men who followed us.

| soon forgot him. | began to think of myself again. My foot was aching, | shivered with every step.
Just a few more metersand it will be over. I'll fall. Asmal red flame& A shota& Death
enveloped me, it suffocated me. It stuck to me like glue. | felt | could touch it. The ideaof dying, of
ceasing to be, began to fascinate me. To no longer exist. To no longer feel the excruciating pain of
my foot. To no longer feel anything, neither fatigue nor cold, nothing. To break rank, to let myself
dide to the side of ther o ad &€

My father's presence was the only thing that stopped me. Hewas running next to me, out of breath,
out of strength, desperate.
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| had no right to let myself die. What would he do without me? | was his sole support.

These thoughts were going through my mind as | continued to run, not feeling my numb foot, not
even redizing that | wasstill running, that | still owned a body that galoped down theroad among
thousands of others.

When | became conscious of myself again, | tried to slow my pace somewhat. But there was no way.
These human waves wererolling forward and would have crushed me like an ant.

By now, | moved like a sleepwalker. I sometimes closed my eyes and it was like running while
asleep. Now and then, someone kicked me violently from behind and | would wake up. Theman in
back of me was screaming, "Run faster. If you don't want to move, let uspassyou.” But al | had to do
was close my eyesto see awholeworld pass before me, to dream of another life.

The road was endless. To allow oneself to be carried by themob, to be swept away by blind fate.
When the SS were tired, they were replaced. But no one replaced us. Chilled to the bone, our throats
parched, famished, out of breath, we pressed on.

We were the masters of nature, the masters of the world. We had transcended everything&€” death,
fatigue, our natural needs.

We were stronger than cold and hunger, stronger than the gunsand the desire to die, doomed and
rootless, nothing but numbers, we were the only men on earth.

At last, the morning star appeared in the gray sky. A hesitant light began to hover on the horizon.
We were exhausted, we had lost al strength, all illusion.

The Kommandant announced that we had already covered twenty kilometers since we left. Long
since, we had exceeded the limits of fatigue. Our legs moved mechanically, in spite of us, without us.

We came to an abandoned village. Not a living soul. Not 87



a single bark. Houses with gaping windows. A few peopledlipped out of the ranks, hoping to hide
in some abandoned building.

One more hour of marching and, at last, the order to halt.
As one man, we let ourselves sink into the snow.

My father shook me. "Nother e &€ Getup &€ A little farther down. Thereisashedoverthere &€ Co
meéaE "

| had neither the desire nor the resolve to get up. Yet | obeyed. It was not realy a shed, but a
brick factory whose roof had fallen in. Its windowpanes were shattered, its walls covered in soot. It
was not easy to get inside. Hundreds of prisoners jostled one another at the door.

We finally succeeded in entering. Inside, too, the snow wasthick. | let myself slide to the ground. Only
now did | feel the full extent of my weakness. The snow seemed to me like a very soft, very warm
carpet. | fell aseep. |1 don't know how long | dept. A few minutes or one hour. When | woke up, a
frigid hand was tap-ping my cheeks. | tried to open my eyes. it was my father.

How he had aged since last night! His body was completely twisted, shriveled up into himself. His
eyeswere glazed over, hislips parched, decayed. Everything about him expressed total exhaustion. His
voicewas damp from tears and snow.

"Don't let yourself be overcome by dleep, Eliezer. It's dangerous to fall asleep in snow. One falls asleep
forever. Come, my son,comeé&€ Get up.”

Get up? How could I? How was | to leave this warm blanket?

| was hearing my father's words, but their meaning escaped me, as if he had asked me to carry the
entire shed on my ar msé€;

"Come, my son, comeéa€}"

| got up, with clenched teeth. Holding on to mewith onearm, he led me outside. It was not easy. It
was as difficult to go out as88

to come in. Beneath our feet there lay men, crushed, trampled underfoot, dying. Nobody paid
attention to them.

We were outside. The icy wind whipped my face. | was constantly biting my lips so that they
wouldn't freeze. All around me, what appeared to be a dance of death. My head was reeling. | was
walking through a cemetery. Among the stiffened corpses, there were logs of wood. Not a sound of
distress, not a plaintive cry, nothing but mass agony and silence. Nobody asked anyone for help. One
died because one had to. No point in making trouble.

| saw myself in every stiffened corpse. Soon | wouldn't even be seeing them anymore; | would be
one of them. A matter of hours.

"Come, Father, let'sgo back totheshed &€} "



He didn't answer. He was not even looking at the dead.
"Come, Father. It's better there. You'll be able to lie down.

Well take turns. I'll watch over you and you'll watch over me. Wewon't let each other fall asleep. Well
look after each other."

He accepted. After trampling over many bodies and corpses, we succeeded in getting inside. We let
ourselves fall to the ground.

"Don't worry, son. Go to sleep. I'll watch over you."

"You first, Father. Sleep.”

He refused. | stretched out and tried to sleep, to doze a little, but in vain. God knows what | would
have given to be able to dleep a few moments. But deep inside, | knew that to sleep meant to die.
And something in me rebelled against that death.

Death, which was settling in al around me, silently, gently. It would seize upon a sleeping person,

steal into him and devour him bit by bit. Next to me, someone was trying to awaken his neighbor,
his brother, perhaps, or his comrade. In vain. Defeated, 89

he lay down too, next to the corpse, and aso fell aseep. Who would wake him up? Reaching out with
my arm, | touched him:

"Wake up. One mustn't fall asleepher ea€}”

He half opened his eyes.

"No advice," he said, his voice a whisper. "I'm exhausted.

Mind your business, leave me alone.”

My father too was gently dozing. | couldn't see his eyes. Hiscap was covering his face.

"Wake up," | whispered in his ear.

He awoke with astart. He sat up, bewildered, stunned, like an orphan. He looked all around him, taking it all
in asif he had suddenly decided to make an inventory of his universe, to determine where he was and
how and why he was there. Then he smiled.

| shall always remember that smile. What world did it come from?

Heavy snow continued to fall over the corpses.

The door of the shed opened. An old man appeared. His mus-tache was covered with ice, hislipswere
blue. It was Rabbi Eliahu, who had headed a small congregation in Poland. A very kind man, beloved by
everyone in the camp, even by the Kapos and the BlockAxlteste. Despite the ordeals and

deprivations, his face continued to radiate his innocence. He was the only rabbi whom nobody ever
failed to address as "Rabbi" in Buna. Helooked like one of those prophets of old, aways in the midst of



his people when they needed to be consoled. And, strangely, his words never provoked anyone. They did
bring peace.

As he entered the shed, his eyes, brighter than ever, seemed to be searching for someone.
"Perhaps someone here has seen my son?'

He had lost his son in the commotion. He had searched for him among the dying, to no avail. Then
he had dug through the snow to find hisbody. Invain.
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For three years, they had stayed close to one another. Side by side, they had endured the suffering, the
blows, they had waited for their ration of bread and they had prayed. Three years, from camp to
camp, from selection to selection. And nowa&€E”when the end seemed near&€’fate had separated them.

When he came near me, Rabbi Eliahu whispered, "It happened on the road. We lost sight of one
another during the journey. | fell behind a little, at the rear of the column. | didn't havethe strength
to run anymore. And my son didn't notice. That's all | know. Where has he disappeared? Where can
| find him? Perhapsyou've seen him somewhere?'

"No, Rabbi Eliahu, | haven't seen him."

And so he left, as he had come: a shadow swept away by thewind.

He had aready gone through the door when | remembered that | had noticed his son running beside
me. | had forgotten and so had not mentioned it to Rabbi Eliahul

But then | remembered something else: his son had seen him losing ground, sliding back to the rear of
the column. Hehad seen him. And he had continued to run in front, letting the distance between them
become greater.

A terrible thought crossed my mind: What if he had wanted to be rid of his father? He had felt his
father growing weaker and, believing that the end was near, had thought by this separation to free
himself of a burden that could diminish his own chance for survival.

It was good that | had forgotten all that. And | was glad that Rabbi Eliahu continued to search for
his beloved son.

And in spite of myself, a prayer formed inside me, a prayer to this God in whom | no longer believed.
"Oh God, Master of the Universe, give me the strength never to do what Rabbi Eliahu's son has done.”
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There was shouting outside, in the courtyard. Night had fallen and the SSwere ordering us to form
ranks.

We started to march once more. The dead remained in theyard, under the snow without even a



marker, like fallen guards.

No one recited Kaddish over them. Sons abandoned the remains of their fathers without a tear.

On the road, it snowed and snowed, it snowed endlessly. We were marching more slowly. Even the
guards seemed tired. My wounded foot no longer hurt, probably frozen. | felt | had lost that foot. It had
become detached from me like a wheel falen off acar. Never mind. | had to accept the fact: |
would have to livewith only one leg. The important thing was not to dwell onit. Especially now. Leave
those thoughts for later.

Our column had lost all appearance of discipline. Everyone walked as he wished, as he could. No
more gunshots. Our guards surely were tired.

But death hardly needed their help. The cold was conscientiously doing its work. At every step,
somebody fell down and ceased to suffer.

From time to time, SS officers on motorcycles drove the length of the column to shake off the
growing apathy:

"Hold on! We're amost there!”
"Courage! Just afew more hours!"
"We're arriving in Gleiwitz!"

These words of encouragement, even coming as they did from the mouths of our assassins, were of
great help. Nobody wanted to give up now, just before the end, so close to our destination.

Our eyes searched the horizon for the barbed wire of Gleiwitz.
Our only wish was to arrive there quickly.

By now it was night. It had stopped snowing. We marched afew more hours before we arrived. We
saw the camp only whenwe stood right in front of its gate.
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The Kapos quickly settled us into the barrack. There was shoving and jostling as if this were the
ultimate haven, the gate-way to life. People trod over numbed bodies, trampled wounded faces. There
were no cries, only a few moans. My father and | were thrown to the ground by this rolling tide.
From beneath me came a desperate cry:

"You're crushingme &, hav e mercy!"

The voice was familiar.

"You'recrushingme & mercy, have mercy!"

The same faint voice, the same cry | had heard somewhere before. This voice had spoken to me one
day. When? Years ago?



No, it must have been in the camp.

"Mercy!"

Knowing that | was crushing him, preventing him from breathing, | wanted to get up and disengage
myself to allow himto breathe. But | myself was crushed under the weight of other bodies. | had
difficulty breathing. | dug my nails into unknown faces. | was biting my way through, searching for
air. No onecried out.

Suddenly | remembered. Juliek! The boy from Warsaw who played the violin in the Buna
orchestrag€)" Juliek, is that you?"

"Eliezer &€ The twenty-five whiplashesa€ Y esé&€El | remember.”
He fell silent. A long moment went by.

"Juliek! Can you hear me, Juliek?"

"Y esé&E" he said feebly. "What do you want?'

He was not dead.

"Are you al right, Juliek?' | asked, less to know his answer than to hear him speak, to know hewas
aive.

"All right, El i ez er & All right&€} Not too much ai r & Tired.
My feet are swollen. It'sgoodtorest, butmyviolinéaE™
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| thought he'd lost his mind. His violin? Here?

"What about your violin?"

He was gasping:

"1&1'm afraida& They'll break& my violina€l | &, | brought it with me."

| could not answer him. Someone had lain down on top of me, smothering me. | couldn't breathe
through my mouth or my nose.

Sweat was running down my forehead and my back. This was it; the end of the road. A silent death,
suffocation. No way to scream, to call for help.

| tried to rid myself of my invisible assassin. My whole desireto live became concentrated in my
nails. | scratched, | fought for a breath of air. | tore at decaying flesh that did not respond. | could
not free myself of that mass weighing down my chest. Who knows? Was| struggling with adead man?

| shall never know. All 1 can say is that | prevailed. | succeeded in digging a hole in that wall of
dead and dying people, asmall hole through which | could drink a little air.



"FATHER, ARE YOU THERE?" | asked as soonas | was ableto utter aword.
| knew that he could not be far from me.

"Yes!" avoicereplied from far away, as if from another world.

"l am trying to sleep.”

He was trying to sleep. Could one fall asleep here? Wasn't it dangerous to lower one's guard, even
for a moment, when death could strike at any time?

Those were my thoughts when | heard the sound of a violin. A violin in a dark barrack where the
dead were piled ontop of the living? Who was this madman who played the violin 94

here, at the edge of his own grave? Or was it a hallucination?
It had to be Juliek.

He was playing a fragment of a Beethoven concerto. Never before had | heard such a beautiful
sound. In such silence.

How had he succeeded in disengaging himself? To dlip out from under my body without my feeling
it?

The darkness enveloped us. All | could hear was the violin, and it was as if Juliek's soul had become
his bow. Hewas playing his life. His whole being was gliding over the strings. His unful-filled hopes.
His charred past, his extinguished future. He played that which he would never play again.

| shall never forget Juliek. How could | forget this concert given before an audience of the dead and
dying? Even today, when | hear that particular piece by Beethoven, my eyes close and out of the
darkness emerges the pale and melancholy face of my Polish comrade bidding farewell to an audience
of dying men.

| dont know how long he played. | was overcome by sleep.

When | awoke at daybreak, 1 saw Juliek facing me, hunched over, dead. Next to him lay his violin,
trampled, an eerily poignant little corpse.

WE STAYED IN GLEIWITZ for three days. Days without food or water. We were forbidden to
leave the barrack. The door wasguarded by the SS.

| was hungry and thirsty. | must have been very dirty and di-sheveled, tojudge by what the others
looked like. The bread we had brought from Buna had been devoured long since. And who knew
when we would be given another ration?

The Front followed us. We could again hear the cannons very close by. But we no longer had the
strength or the courage to 95



think that the Germans would run out of time, that the Russianswould reach us before we could be
evacuated.

We learned that we would be moved to the center of Germany.
On the third day, at dawn, we were driven out of the barrack.

We threw blankets over our shoulders, like prayer shawls. We were directed to a gate that divided
the camp in two. A group of SS officers stood waiting. A word flew through our ranks: selection!

The SS officers were doing the selection: the weak, to the left; those who walked well, to the right.
My father was sent to the left. | ran after him. An SS officer shouted at my back:
"Come back!"

| inched my way through the crowd. Several SS men rushed to find me, creating such confusion that a
number of people wereable to switch over to the right&€”among them my father and I.

Still, there were gunshots and some dead.

We were led out of the camp. After a half-hour march, we arrived inthe very middle of afield crossed
by railroad tracks. Thiswaswhere we were to wait for the train's arrival.

Snow was falling heavily. We were forbidden to sit down or to move.

A thick layer of snow was accumulating on our blankets. We were given bread, the usual ration. We
threw ourselves on it.

Someone had the idea of quenching his thirst by eating snow.

Soon, we were al imitating him. As we were not permitted to bend down, we took out our spoons
and ate the snow off our neighbors backs. A mouthful of bread and aspoonful of snow.

The SS men who were watching were greatly amused by the spectacle.
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The hours went by. Our eyes were tired from staring at the horizon, waiting for the liberating train
to appear. It arrived only very late that evening. An infinitely long train, composed of roofless cattle
cars. The SS shoved us inside, a hundred per car: we were so skinny! When everybody was on
board, the convoy left.
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PRESSED TIGHTLY AGAINST one another, in an effort to resist the cold, our heads empty and heavy,
our brains awhirlwind of decaying memories. Our minds numb with indifference. Here or elsewhere,
what did it matter? Die today or tomorrow, or later? The night was growing longer, never-ending.



When at last a grayish light appeared on the horizon, it re-veaed atangle of human shapes, heads sunk
deeply between the shoulders, crouching, piled one on top of the other, like a cemetery covered with
snow. In the early dawn light, | tried to distinguish between the living and those who were no more. But
therewas barely a difference. My gaze remained fixed on someone who, eyes wide open, stared into
gpace. His colorless face was covered with alayer of frost and snow.

My father had huddled near me, draped in his blanket, shoulders laden with snow. And what if he were
dead, aswell? | called out to him. No response. | would have screamed if | could have.

He was not moving.
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Suddenly, the evidence overwhelmed me: there was no longer any reason to live, any reason to fight.

The train stopped in an empty field. The abrupt halt had wakened a few deepers. They stood, looking
around, startled.

Outside, the SS walked by, shouting:
"Throw out all the dead! Outside, all the corpses!”

The living were glad. They would have more room. Volunteers began the task. They touched those
who had remained onthe ground.

"Here'sonel Take him!"

The volunteers undressed him and eagerly shared his garments. Then, two "gravediggers' grabbed
him by the head and feet and threw him from the wagon, like a sack of flour.

Therewas shouting all around:
"Come on! Here's another! My neighbor. HEsnot movinga€ "

| woke from my apathy only when two men approached my father. | threw myself on his body. He
was cold. | slapped him. | rubbed his hands, crying:

"Father! Father! Wake up. They're going to throw you outsi d e &€} "
His body remained inert.

Thetwo "gravediggers' had grabbed me by the neck:

"Leave him alone. Can't you see that he's dead?’

"No!" | yelled. "He's not dead! Not yet!"

And | started to hit him harder and harder. At last, my father half opened his eyes. They were glassy.
He was breathing faintly.

"Youseg" | cried.



The two men went away.

Twenty corpses were thrown from our wagon. Then the train resumed its journey, leaving in its wake,
in a snowy field in Poland, hundreds of naked orphanswithout a tomb.
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WE RECEIV ED no food. We lived on snow; it took the place of bread. The days resembled the
nights, and the nights left in our souls the dregs of their darkness. The train rolled slowly, often
halted for a few hours, and continued. It never stopped snowing.

We remained lying on the floor for days and nights, one on top of the other, never uttering aword. We
were nothing but frozen bodies. Our eyes closed, we merely waited for the next stop, to unload our
dead.

THERE FOLLOWED days and nights of traveling. Occasionally, we would pass through German
towns. Usualy, very early in the morning. German laborers were going to work. They would stop and
look at us without surprise.

One day when we had come to a stop, a worker took a piece of bread out of his bag and threw it
into a wagon. There wasa stampede. Dozens of starving men fought desperately over afew crumbs.
The worker watched the spectacle with great interest.

YEARS LATER, I witnessed asimilar spectaclein Aden. Our ship's passengers amused themselves
by throwing coins to the "natives” who dove to retrieve them. An elegant Parisan lady took great
pleasure in this game. When | noticed two children desperately fighting in the water, one trying to
strangle the other, |1 im-plored the lady:

"Please, don't throw any more coins!"
"Why not?' said she. "l liketogivecharity & "
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IN THE WAGON where the bread had landed, a battle had ensued.

Men were hurling themselves against each other, trampling, tearing a and mauling each other. Beasts
of prey unleashed, animal hate in their eyes. An extraordinary vitality possessed them, sharpening their
teeth and nails.

A crowd of workmen and curious passersby had formed all dong the train. They had undoubtedly
never seen a train with this kind of cargo. Soon, pieces of bread were faling into the wagons from all
sides. And the spectators observed these emaciated creatures ready to kill for acrust of bread.

A piece fell into our wagon. | decided not to move. Anyway,| knew that | would not be strong
enough to fight off dozens of violent men! | saw, not far from me, anold man dragging himself on all
fours. He had just detached himself from the struggling mob. He was holding one hand to his heart.
At first I thought he had received ablow to hischest. Then | understood: hewas hiding a piece of



bread under his shirt. With lightning speed he pulled it out and put it to his mouth. His eyes lit up, a
smile, like a grimace, illuminated his ashen face. And was immediately extinguished. A shadow had
lain down beside him. And this shadow threw itself over him. Stunned by the blows, the old man
was crying:

"Meir, my little Meir! Don't you recognizeme &€} Y ou'r ekillingyour father & | have bread &€} f
oryou tooé&€ foryou too &€ "

He collapsed. But hisfist was still clutching a small crust. Hewanted to raise it to his mouth. But the
other threw himself on him. The old man mumbled something, groaned, and died. Nobody cared. His

son searched him, took the crust of bread, and began to devour it. He didn't get far. Two men had been
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him. They jumped him. Others joined in. When they withdrew, there were two dead bodies next to
me, the father and the son.

| was sixteen.

IN OUR WAGON, there was a friend of my father's, Meir Katz. He had worked as a gardener in
Buna and from time to time had brought us some green vegetables. Less undernourished than therest of
us, detention had been easier on him. Because he was stronger than most of us, he had been putin
charge of our wagon.

On the third night of our journey, | woke up with a start when | felt two hands on my throat, trying to
strangle me. | barely had timeto call out:

"Father!"

Just that one word. | was suffocating. But my father had awakened and grabbed my aggressor. Too weak to
overwhelm him, he thought of calling Meir Katz:

"Come, come quickly! Someone is strangling my son!"

In a few moments, | was freed. | never did find out why this stranger had wanted to strangle me.
But days later, Meir Katz told my father:

"Shlomo, | am getting weak. My strength is gone. | won't make it &€} "

"Don't give in!" my father tried to encourage him. "You must resist! Don't losefaith inyourself!"
But Meir Katz only groaned in response:

"l cantgoon,Shlomo! &l canthelpit &1l can'tgoon &€} "

My father took his arm. And Mer Katz, the strong one, the sturdiest of us al, began to cry. His son
had been taken from himduring the first selection but only now was he crying for him.

Only now did he fall apart. He could not go on. He had reached the end.
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On the last day of our journey, a terrible wind began to blow.

And the snow kept falling. We sensed that the end was near; thereal end. We could not hold out
long in this glacial wind, thisstorm.

Somebody got up and yelled:
"We must not remain sitting. We shall freeze to death! Let'sget up and mov e &€ "

We al got up. We al pulled our soaked blankets tighter around our shoulders. And we tried to take
a few steps, to shuffle back and forth, in place.

Suddenly, a cry rose in the wagon, the cry of a wounded animal. Someone had just died.

Others, close to death, imitated his cry. And their cries seemed to come from beyond the grave. Soon
everybody was crying.

Groaning. Moaning. Cries of distress hurled into thewind and the snow.

The lament spread from wagon to wagon. It was contagious.

And now hundreds of cries rose a once. The death rattle of an entire convoy with the end
approaching. All boundaries had been crossed. Nobody had any strength left. And the night seemed
endless.

Meir Katz was moaning:

"Why don't they just shoot us now?'

That same night, we reached our destination.

It was late. The guards came to unload us. The dead were left in the wagons. Only those who could stand
could leave.

Meir Katz remained on the train. The last day had been the most lethal. We had been a hundred or
soin thiswagon. Twelve of us leftit. Amongthem, my father and myself.

We had arrived in Buchenwald.
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AT THE ENTRANCE TO THE CAMP, SS officers were waiting for us. We were counted. Then we were
directed to the Appelplatz. The orderswere given over the loudspeakers:

"Form ranks of fives! Groups of one hundred! Five steps forward!"

| tightened my grip on my father's hand. The old, familiar fear: notto lose him.



Very close to us stood the tall chimney of the crematorium's furnace. It no longer impressed us. It
barely drew our attention.

A veteran of Buchenwald told us that we would be taking ashower and afterward be sent to
different blocks. The idea of ahot shower fascinated me. My father didn't say a word. He was
breathing heavily beside me.

"Father,” | said, "just another moment. Soon, welll be able tolie down. You'll be able to rest &€ "

He didn't answer. | myself was so weary that his silence left me indifferent. My only wish was to
take the shower as soon aspossibleand lie down on acot.

Only it wasn't easy to reach the showers. Hundreds of prison-104

erscrowded the area. T he guards seemed unable to restore order.

They were lashing out, left and right, to no avail. Some prisoners who didn't have the strength to
jostle, or even to stand, sat downin the snow. My father wanted to do the same. Hewas moaning:

"lcantanymoreé&€ lt'sovera€l | shal dierightherea€l "
He dragged me toward a pile of snow from which protruded human shapes, torn blankets.

"Leaveme,” hesaid. "l cantgoonanymore&€E Havepityonmea€ 'l | wait here until we can go into
theshowersa€ You'll come and get me"

| could have screamed in anger. To have lived and endured so much; was | goingto let my father die
now? Now that we would be able to take agood hot shower and lie down?

"Father!" | howled. "Father! Get up! Right now! Youwill killyourself&€"
And | grabbed his arm. He continued to moan:

"Dontyell, mysoné&Havepityonyouroldfather& L etmeresshereé€ alittlea€l | beg of
you,I'msotired&lnomorestrengtha€ "

He had become childlike: weak, frightened, vulnerable.
"Father," | said, "you cannot stay here."
| pointed to the corpses around him; they too had wanted torest here.

"I see, my son. | do see them. Let them sleep. They haven't closed an eyefor sol ong &€ They'reex h
austedéa€E exhaustedag"

His voice was tender.
| howled into the wind:

"They're dead! They will never wake up! Never! Do you understand?’



This discussion continued for some time. | knew that | was no longer arguing with him but with Death
itself, with Death that he had aready chosen.
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The sirens began to wail. Alert. The lights went out in the entire camp. The guards chased us toward the
blocks. In a flash, there was no one left outside. We were only too glad notto haveto stay outside
any longer, in the freezing wind. We let ourselves sink into the floor. The cauldrons at the entrance
found no takers.

There were several tiers of bunks. To sleep wasall that mattered.

WHEN | WOKE UP, it was daylight. That is when | remembered that | had a father. During the
aert, | had followed the mob, not taking care of him. | knew he was running out of strength, close to
death, and yet | had abandoned him.

| went to ook for him.

Yet at the same time a thought crept into my mind: If only | didn't find him! If only | were relieved
of this responsibility, | could use all my strength to fight for my own survival, to take careonly of my sel f

&I nstantly, | felt ashamed, ashamed of myself forever.

| walked for hours without finding him. Then | came to ablock where they were distributing black
"coffee." People stood inline, quarreled.

A plaintive voice came from behind me:
"Eliezer, my son&€lbring meé€ a little coffeea€l”
| ran toward him.

"Father! I've been looking for you for so | o n g &} W h e r e were you? Did you sleep? How are you
feeling?'

He seemed to be burning with fever. | fought my way to the coffee cauldron like a wild beast. And
| succeeded in bringing back acup. | took one gulp. The rest was for him.

| shall never forget the gratitude that shone in his eyes when he swallowed this beverage. The
gratitude of awounded animal.
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With these few mouthfuls of hot water, | had probably given him more satisfaction than during my
entire childhood&€;

Hewas lying on the boards, ashen, his lips pale and dry, shivering. | couldn't stay with him any
longer. We had been ordered to go outside to alow for cleaning of the blocks. Only the sick could
remain inside.



We stayed outside for five hours. We were given soup. When they allowed us to return to the
blocks, | rushed toward my father:

"Did you eat?"
"No."
"Why?"'

"They didn't give us anything &€They said that we were sick, that we would die soon, and that it
would be awaste of food

a&€ll cantgoona€l”

| gave him what was left of my soup. But my heart was heavy.

| was aware that | was doing it grudgingly.

Just like Rabbi Eliahu's son, | had not passed the test.

EVERY DAY, my father was getting weaker. His eyes were watery, his face the color of dead leaves.
On the third day after we arrived in Buchenwald, everybody had to go to the showers. Even the sick,

who were instructed to go last.

When we returned from the showers, we had to wait outside along time. The cleaning of the blocks
had not been completed.

From afar, | saw my father and ran to meet him. He went by me like a shadow, passing me without
stopping, without a glance.

| called to him, he did not turn around. | ran after him:
"Father, where are you running?’

He looked at me for a moment and his gaze was distant, other-107

worldly, the face of a stranger. It lasted only a moment and then he ran away.

SUFFERING FROM DYSENTERY, my father was prostrate on his cot, with another five sick inmates
nearby. | sat next to him, watching him; | no longer dared to believe that he could still elude Death.

| did all I could to give him hope.
All of a sudden, he sat up and placed his feverish lips against my ear:

"Eliezer &€ | musttell youwhere | buried thegold and silver &€l n the cellar& Y ou know
ae "

And he began talking, faster and faster, afraid of running out of time before he could tell me everything.
| tried totell him that it was not over yet, that we would be going home together, but he no longer wanted
to listen to me. He could no longer listen to me. He was worn out. Saliva mixed with blood was



trickling from his lips. He had closed his eyes. He was gasping more than breathing.

FOR A RATION OF BREAD | was able to exchange cots to be next to my father. When the doctor arrived
in the afternoon, | went to tell him that my father was very ill.

"Bring him here!"

| explained that he could not stand up, but the doctor would not listen. And so, with great difficulty,
| brought my father to him. He stared at him, then asked curtly:

"What do you want?"
"My father issick,” | answeredinhisplaceé&€ " Dysentery &"
"That's not my business. I'm a surgeon. Go on. Make room for the others!™
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My protests were invain.

"I can't goon, my son & T ak e me back to my bunk."

| took him back and helped him lie down. He was shivering.
"Try to get some sleep, Father. Try tofall asl eep & "

His breathing was labored. His eyes were closed. But | wasconvinced that he was seeing everything.
That he was seeing the truth in all things.

Another doctor came to the block. My father refused to get up. He knew that it would be of no use.
In fact, that doctor had come only to finish off the patients. | listened to him shouting at them that
they were lazy good-for-nothings who only wanted to stay in b ed &€} | considered jumping him, strangling
him. But | had neither the courage nor the strength. | was riveted to my father's agony. My hands
were aching, | was clenching them so hard. To strangle the doctor and the others! To set the whole
world onfire!l My father's murderers!

But even the cry stuck in my throat.

ON MY RETURN from the bread distribution, | found my father crying like a child:

"My son, they are beating me!"

"Who?' | thought he was delirious.

"Him,theFrenchmana€ andthePole& Theybeamed€ "

One more stab to the heart, one more reason to hate. One lessreasontolive.

"Eliezer&lEliezeré&€Etellthemnottobeat meé€ | haven'tdoneanythinga€E W hy arethey
beating me?"



| began to insult his neighbors. They mocked me. | promised them bread, soup. They laughed. Then
they got angry; they could not stand my father any longer, they said, because he no longer was able
to drag himself outside to relieve himself.

109

THE FOLLOWING DAY, he complained that they had taken his ration of bread.
"While you were asleep?’

"No. | wasn't asleep. They threw themselves on me. They snatched it fromme, my bread & A nd
they beat me & A g ai n &€

| cantgoon, myson&E Give me somewater & "

| knew that he must not drink. But he pleaded with me solongthat | gave in. Water was the worst
poison for him, but what else could | do for him? With or without water, it would be over soon

anyway &€,

"You, at least, have pity on m e &} "

Have pity on him! |, hisonly son &€}

A WEEK WENT BY likethat.

"Isthis your father?' asked the BlockAnlteste.

"Yes."

"Heisvery sick."

"The doctor won't do anything for him."

He looked me straight in the eye:

"The doctor cannot do anything more for him. And neither can you."

He placed his big, hairy hand on my shoulder and added:

"Listen to me, kid. Don't forget that you are in a concentration camp. Inthisplace, itisevery man for
himself, and you cannot think of others. Not even your father. Inthis place, thereisno such thing as father,
brother, friend. Each of us lives and diesaone. Let me give you good advice: stop giving your

ration of bread and soup to your old father. You cannot help him anymore.
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And you are hurting yourself. In fact, you should be getting his rationsa€]



| listened to him without interrupting. Hewas right, | thought deep down, not daring to admit it to myself.
Too lateto saveyour old f at her & Y o u could have two rations of bread, two rations of soupa€;

It was only a fraction of a second, but it left mefeeling guilty.

| ran to get some soup and brought it to my father. But he did not want it. All he wanted was water.

"Don't drink water, eat thesou p &, "

"I'm burning u p &} W hy are you so mean to me, my son ? &,

W ater &€ "

| brought him water. Then | left the block forroll call. But I quickly turned back. I lay down on the
upper bunk. T he sick were alowed to stay in the block. So | would be sick. | didn't want to leave

my father.

All around me, there was silence now, broken only by moaning. In front of the block, the SS were
giving orders. An officer passed between the bunks. My father was pleading:

"My son,water &€l 'mburningup &} M y insides &€} "
"Silence over therel" barked the officer.
"Eliezer," continued my father," w ater &€} "

The officer came closer and shouted to him to be silent. But my father did not hear. He continued to
call me. T he officer wielded his club and dealt him aviolent blow to the head.

| didn't move. | was afraid, my body was afraid of another blow, thistimeto my head.
My father groaned once more, | heard:

"Eliezeré€;

| could see that he was still breathing&€”in gasps. | didn't move.
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When | came down from my bunk after roll call, | could seehis lips trembling; he was murmuring
something. | remained more than an hour leaning over him, looking at him, etching his bloody, broken
face into my mind.

Then | had to go to sleep. | climbed into my bunk, above my father, who was still alive. The date was
January 28, 1945.

| WOKE UP AT DAWN onJanuary 29. On my father's cot there lay another sick person. They must
have taken him away before daybreak and taken him to the crematorium. Perhaps he was still
breathing.&€,

No prayers were said over histomb. No candle lit in his memory. His last word had been my name. He



had called out to meand | had not answered.

| did not weep, and it pained me that | could not weep. But | was out of tears. And deep inside me, if |
could have searched the IREMAINED IN BUCHENWALD until April 11. | shall not describe my life during
that period. It nolonger mattered. Sincemy father's death, nothing mattered to me anymore.

| was transferred to the children's block, where there were six recesses of my feeble conscience, |
might have found something hundred of us.

like: Free at last!&€

The Front was coming closer.

| spent my days intotal idleness. With only one desire: to eat.

| no longer thought of my father, or my mother.

From time to time, 1 would dream. But only about soup, anextra ration of soup.

ON APRIL 5, thewheel of history turned.

It was late afternoon. We were standing inside the block, waiting for an SS to come and count us. He
was late. Such lateness was unprecedented in the history of Buchenwald. Something must have

happened.

Two hours later, the loudspeakers transmitted an order from the camp Kommandant: all Jews were to
gather in the Appelplatz.
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IREMAINED IN BUCHENWALD until April 11. | shall not describe my life during that period. It no longer
mattered. Since my father's death, nothing mattered to me anymore.

| was transferred to the children's block, where there were six hundred of us.

The Front was coming closer.

| spent my days intotal idleness. With only one desire: to eat.

| no longer thought of my father, or my mother.

From time to time, | would dream. But only about soup, an extra ration of soup.

ON APRIL 5, thewheel of history turned.

It was late afternoon. We were standing inside the block, waiting for an SS to come and count us. He
was late. Such lateness was unprecedented in the history of Buchenwald. Something must have

happened.

Two hours later, the loudspeakers transmitted an order from the camp Kommandant: all Jews were to
gather in the Appelplatz.
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Thiswas theend! Hitler was about to keep his promise.

The children of our block did as ordered. There was no choice: Gustav, the BlockAnlteste, made it
clear with hiscl ub & B ut on our way we met some prisoners who whispered to us:

"Go back toyour block. The Germans plan to shoot you. Go back and don't move."

We returned to the block. On our way there, we learned that the underground resistance of the camp
had made the decision not to abandon the Jews and to prevent their liquidation.

As it was getting late and the confusion was great&€” countless Jews had been passing as non-Jewsa€” the
L agerAxlteste had decided that ageneral roll call would take place the next day. Everybody would have
to be present.

The roll call took place. The Lagerkommandant announced that the Buchenwald camp would be
liquidated. Ten blocks of inmates would be evacuated every day. From that moment on, there was no
further distribution of bread and soup. And the evacuation began. Every day, a few thousand inmates
passed the camp's gate and did not return.

ON APRIL 10, there were till some twenty thousand prisoners in the camp, among them afew
hundred children. It was decided to evacuate all of us a once. By evening. Afterward, they would
blow up the camp.

And sowe were herded onto the huge Appelplatz, in ranks of five, waiting for the gate to open.
Suddenly, the sirens beganto scream. Alert. We went back to the blocks. It was too late to evacuate
us that evening. The evacuation was postponed to the next day.

Hunger was tormenting us;, we had not eaten for nearly six 114

days except for a few stalks of grass and some potato peels found on the grounds of the kitchens.

At ten o'clock in the morning, the SS took positions throughout the camp and began to herd the last
of us toward the Ap-

pelplatz.

The resistance movement decided at that point to act. Armed men appeared from everywhere. Bursts of
gunshots. Grenades exploding. We, the children, remained flat on the floor of the block.

The battle did not last long. Around noon, everything wascalm again. The SS had fled and the
resistance had taken charge of the camp.

At six o'clock that afternoon, the first American tank stood at the gates of Buchenwald.

OUR FIRST ACT AS FREE MEN was to throw ourselves onto the provisions. That's all we
thought about. No thought of revenge, or of parents. Only of bread.



And even when we were no longer hungry, not one of usthought of revenge. The next day, a few
of the young men raninto Weimar to bring back some potatoes and clothes&€”and to sleep with girls.
But still no trace of revenge.

Three days after the liberation of Buchenwald, | became very ill: some form of poisoning. | was
transferred to a hospital and spent two weeks between life and death.

One day when | was able to get up, | decided to look at myself in the mirror on the opposite wall. 1 had not
seen myself since the ghetto.

From the depths of the mirror, a corpse was contemplating me.
Thelook in his eyes as he gazed at me has never left me.
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The Nobel Peace Prize Acceptance Speech Delivered by Elie Wieselin Oslo on December 10, 1986

YOUR MAUJESTY, Your Royal Highnesses, Your Excellencies, Chairman Aarvik, members of the
Nobel Committee, ladies and gen-tlemen:

Words of gratitude. First to our common Creator. This is what the Jewish tradition commands us to do. At
special occasions, one is duty-bound to recite the following prayer: "Barukh atah Adonai

&€lshehekhyanu vekiymanu vehigianu lazman hazeh" &€"Blessed be T h o u &€} f o r giving us life, for
sustaining us, and for enabling usto reach this day."

Then&€” thank you, Chairman Aarvik, for the depth of your elo-quence. And for the generosity of your
gesture. Thank you for building bridges between people and generations. Thank you, above all, for
helping humankind make peace its most urgent and noble aspiration.

| am moved, deeply moved by your words, Chairman Aarvik.

And it is with a profound sense of humility that | accept the honor&€”’the highest there is&€”that you
have chosen to bestow upon me. | know your choice transcends my person.

Do | have the right to represent the multitudes who have 117

perished? Do | have the right to accept this great honor on their behalf? | do not. No one may speak
for the dead, no one may interpret their mutilated dreams and visions. And yet, | sense their presence.
| aways do&€’and at this moment more than ever. The presence of my parents, that of my little sister.
The presence of my teachers, my friends, my companionsa€,

This honor belongsto al the survivors and their children and, through us, to the Jewish people with



whose destiny | have alwaysidentified.

| remember: it happened yesterday, or eternities ago. A young Jewish boy discovered the Kingdom of Night. |
remember his bewilderment, | remember hisanguish. It al happened sofast. The ghetto. The deportation.
The sedled cattle car. The fiery dtar upon which the history of our people and the future of mankind
were meant to be sacrificed.

| remember he asked his father, "Can this be true? This is the twentieth century, not the Middle Ages.
Who would alow such crimes to be committed? How could the world remain silent?"

And now the boy is turning to me. "Tell me" he asks, "what have you done with my future, what have
you done with your life?" And | tell him that | have tried. That | have tried to keep memory dlive,
that | have tried to fight those who would forget.

Because if we forget, we are guilty, we are accomplices.

And then | explain to him how naive we were, that the world did know and remained silent. And that is
why | swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation. We
must take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor,
never the tormented. Sometimes we must interfere. When human lives are en-dangered, when human
dignity isin jeopardy, national borders and sensitivities become irrelevant. Wherever men and women are
persecuted because of their race, religion, or political views, that 118

place musté€”at that moment&€” become the center of the universe.

Of course, since | am aJew profoundly rooted in my people'smemory and tradition, my first responseis
to Jewish fears, Jewish needs, Jewish crises. For | belong to a traumatized generation, one that
experienced the abandonment and solitude of our people. It would be unnatural for me not to make
Jewish priorities my own: Israel, Soviet Jewry, Jewsin Arab | an d s & B u t others are important to me.
Apartheid is, in my view, as abhorrent as anti-Semitism. To me, Andrei Sakharov's isolation is as
much a dis-grace as Joseph Begun's imprisonment and Ida Nudel's exile. Asisthe denial of Solidarity
and itsleader Lech Walesasright to dissent. And Nelson Mandelas interminable imprisonment.

There is so much injustice and suffering crying out for our attention: victims of hunger, of racism and
political persecution&€”in Chile, for instance, or in Ethiopiad€”writers and poets, prisonersin so many
lands governed by the left and by the right.

Human rights are being violated on every continent. More people are oppressed than free. How can
one not be sensitive totheir plight? Human suffering anywhere concerns men and women everywhere.
That applies also to Palestinians to whose plight | am sensitive but whose methods | deplore when
they lead to violence. Violence is not the answer. Terrorism is the most dangerous of answers. They are
frustrated, that is understandable, something must be done. The refugees and their misery. T he
children and their fear. The uprooted and their hopelessness.

Something must be done about their situation. Both the Jewish people and the Palestinian people have
lost too many sons and daughters and have shed too much blood. This must stop, and all attemptsto
stop it must be encouraged. Israel will cooperate, | am sure of that. | trust Israel, for | have faith in the
Jewish people.

Let Israel be given a chance, let hatred and danger be removed from their horizons, and there will
be peace in and around the 119



Holy Land. Please understand my deep and total commitment to Isragl: if you could remember what |
remember, you would understand. Isradl is the only nation in the world whose existence is threatened.
Should Israel lose but one war, it would mean her end and ours aswell. But | havefaith. Faith inthe God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and even in His creation. Without it no action would be possible. And
action is the only remedy to indifference, the most insidious danger of al. Isn't that the meaning of
Alfred Nobel's legacy? Wasn't his fear of war a shield against war?

There is so much to be done, there is so much that can be done. One person&€”a Raoul Wallenberg,
an Albert Schweitzer, a Martin Luther King Jr.&4€"one person of integrity can make a difference, a
difference of life and death. As long asone dissident isin prison, our freedom will not be true. As long
as one child ishungry, our life will be filled with anguish and shame. What all these victims need
above al is to know that they are not alone; that we are not forgetting them, that when their voices
are dtifled we shall lend them ours, that while their freedom depends on ours, the quality of our
freedom depends on theirs.

Thisiswhat | say to the young Jewish boy wondering what | have done with hisyears. Itisin his name that
| speak to you and that | express to you my deepest gratitude as one who has emerged from the
Kingdom of Night. We know that every moment is a moment of grace, every hour an offering; not
to sharethem would mean to betray them.

Our lives no longer belong to us alone; they belong to all those who need us desperately.

Thank you, Chairman Aarvik. Thank you, members of the Nobel Committee. Thank you, people of
Norway, for declaring on this singular occasion that our survival has meaning for mankind.
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