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They called him Moshe the Beadle, as though he had never had a surname in his life. He was a 

man of all work at a Hasidic synagogue. The Jews of Sighet—that little town in Transylvania where I 

spent my childhood—were very fond of him. He was very poor and lived humbly. Generally my fellow 

townspeople, though they would help the poor, were not particularly fond of them. Moshe the Beadle 

was the exception. Nobody ever felt embarrassed by him. Nobody ever felt encumbered by his 

presence. He was a past master in the art of making himself insignificant, of seeming invisible. 

Physically he was as awkward as a clown. He made people smile, with his waiflike timidity. I loved 

his great, dreaming eyes, their gaze lost in the distance. He spoke little. He used to sing, or, rather, to 

chant. Such snatches as you could hear told of the suffering of the divinity, of the Exile of Providence, 

who, according to the cabbala, awaits his deliverance in that of man. 

I got to know him toward the end of 1941. I was twelve. I believed profoundly. During the day I 

studied, the Talmud, and at night I ran to the synagogue to weep over the destruction of the Temple. 

One day I asked my father to find me a master to guide me in my studies of the cabbala. 

"You're too young for that. Maimonides said it was only at thirty that one had the right to 

venture into the  
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perilous world of mysticism. You must first study the basic subjects within your own understanding." 

My father was a cultured, rather unsentimental man. There was never any display of emotion, even 

at home. He was more concerned with others than with his own family. The Jewish community in Sighet 

held him in the greatest esteem. They often used to consult him about public matters and even about 

private ones. There were four of us children: Hilda, the eldest; then Bea; I was the third, and the only 

son; the baby of the family was Tzipora. 

My parents ran a shop. Hilda and B£a helped them with the work. As for me, they said my place 

was at school. 

"There aren't any cabbalists at Sighet," my father would repeat. 

He wanted to drive the notion out of my head. But it was in vain. I found a master for myself, Moshe 

the Beadle. 

He had noticed me one day at dusk, when I was praying. 

"Why do you weep when you pray?" he asked me, as though he had known me a long time. 

"I don't know why," I answered, greatly disturbed. 

The question had never entered my head. I wept because—because of something inside me that 

felt the need for tears. That was all I knew. 



"Why do you pray?" he asked me, after a moment. 

Why did I pray? A strange question. Why did I live? Why did I breathe? 

"I don't know why," I said, even more disturbed and ill at ease. "I don't know why." 

After that day I saw him often. He explained to me with great insistence that every question 

possessed a power that did not lie in the answer. 

"Man raises himself toward God by the questions he asks Him," he was fond of repeating. "That is 

the true dialogue. Man questions God and God answers. But we don't understand His answers. We 

can't understand them. Because they come from the depths of the soul, and they 
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stay there until death. You will find the true answers, Eliezer, only within yourself!" 

"And why do you pray, Moshe?" I asked him. 

"I pray to the God within me that He will give me the strength to ask Him the right questions." 

We talked like this nearly every evening. We used to stay in the synagogue after all the faithful had 

left, sitting in the gloom, where a few half-burned candles still gave a flickering light. 

One evening I told him how unhappy I was because I could not find a master in Sighet to instruct 

me in the Zohar, the cabbalistic books, the secrets of Jewish mysticism. He smiled indulgently. After a 

long silence, he said: 

"There are a thousand and one gates leading into the orchard of mystical truth. Every human being 

has his own gate. We must never make the mistake of wanting to enter the orchard by any gate but our 

own. To do this is dangerous for the one who enters and also for those who are already there." 

And Moshe the Beadle, the poor barefoot of Sighet, talked to me for long hours of the revelations and 

mysteries of the cabbala. It was with him that my initiation began. We would read together, ten times over, 

the same page of the Zohar. Not to learn it by heart, but to extract the divine essence from it. 

And throughout those evenings a conviction grew in me that Moshe the Beadle would draw me 

with him into eternity, into that time where question and answer would become one. 

Then one day they expelled all the foreign Jews from Sighet. And Moshe the Beadle was a 

foreigner. 

Crammed into cattle trains by Hungarian police, they wept bitterly. We stood on the platform and 

wept too. The train disappeared on the horizon; it left nothing behind but its thick, dirty smoke. 

I heard a Jew behind me heave a sigh. 
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"What can we expect?" he said. "It's war. . . . " 

The deportees were soon forgotten. A few days after they had gone, people were saying that they had 

arrived in Galicia, were working there, and were even satisfied with their lot. 

Several days passed. Several weeks. Several months. Life had returned to normal. A wind of 



calmness and reassurance blew through our houses. The traders were doing good business, the 

students lived buried in their books, and the children played in the streets. 

One day, as I was just going into the synagogue, I saw, sitting on a bench near the door, Moshe the 

Beadle. 

He told his story and that of his companions. The train full of deportees had crossed the Hungarian 

frontier and on Polish territory had been taken in charge by the Gestapo. There it had stopped. The Jews 

had to get out and climb into lorries. The lorries drove toward a forest. The Jews were made to get out. 

They were made to dig huge graves. And when they had finished their work, the Gestapo began theirs. 

Without passion, without haste, they slaughtered their prisoners. Each one had to go up to the hole 

and present his neck. Babies were thrown into the air and the machine gunners used them as targets. 

This was in the forest of Galicia, near Kolomaye. How had Moshe the Beadle escaped? Miraculously. 

He was wounded in the leg and taken for dead. . . . 

Through long days and nights, he went from one Jewish house to another, telling the story of 

Malka, the young girl who had taken three days to die, and of Tobias, the tailor, who had begged to 

be killed before his sons. . . . 

Moshe had changed. There was no longer any joy in his eyes. He no longer sang. He no longer 

talked to me of God or of the cabbala, but only of what he had seen. People refused not only to believe his 

stories, but even to listen to them. 

"He's just trying to make us pity him. What an 
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imagination he has!" they said. Or even: "Poor fellow. He's gone mad." 

And as for Moshe, he wept. 

"Jews, listen to me. It's all I ask of you. I don't want money or pity. Only listen to 

me," he would cry between prayers at dusk and the evening prayers. 

I did not believe him myself. I would often sit with him in the evening after the 

service, listening to his stories and trying my hardest to understand his grief. I felt only 

pity for him. 

"They take me for a madman," he would whisper, and tears, like drops of wax, 

flowed from his eyes. 

Once, I asked him this question: 

"Why are you so anxious that people should believe what you say? In your place, I 

shouldn't care whether they believed me or not. . . . " 

He closed his eyes, as though to escape time. 

"You don't understand," he said in despair. "You can't understand. I have been saved 

miraculously. I managed to get back here. Where did I get the strength from? I wanted 



to come back to Sighet to tell you the story of my death. So that you could prepare 

yourselves while there was still time. To live? I don't attach any importance to my life 

any more. I'm alone. No, I wanted to come back, and to warn you. And see how it is, 

no one will listen to me. . . . " 

That was toward the end of 1942. Afterward life returned to normal. The London 

radio, which we listened to every evening, gave us heartening news: the daily 

bombardment of Germany; Stalingrad; preparation for the second front. And we, the 

Jews of Sighet, were waiting for better days, which would not be long in coming now. 

I continued to devote myself to my studies. By day; the Talmud, at night, the 

cabbala.. My father was occupied with his business and the doings of the community. 

My grandfather had come to celebrate the New Year with us, so that he could attend the 

services of the famous rabbi of Borsche. My mother began to think that it was high time 

to find a suitable young man for Hilda. 
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Thus the year 1943 passed by. 

Spring 1944. Good news from the Russian front. No doubt could remain now of Germany's defeat. It 

was only a question of time—of months or weeks perhaps. 

The trees were in blossom. This was a year like any other, with its springtime, its betrothals, its 

weddings and births. 

People said: "The Russian army's making gigantic strides forward . . . Hitler won't be able to do 

us any harm, even if he wants to." 

Yes, we even doubted that he wanted to exterminate us. 

Was he going to wipe out a whole people? Could he exterminate a population scattered throughout 

so many countries? So many millions! What methods could he use? And in the middle of the twentieth 

century! 

Besides, people were interested in everything—in strategy, in diplomacy, in politics, in Zionism— 

but not in their own fate. 

Even Moshe the Beadle was silent. He was weary of speaking. He wandered in the synagogue or in 

the streets, with his eyes down, his back bent, avoiding peoples eyes. 

At that time, it was still possible to obtain emigration permits for Palestine. I had asked my father to 

sell out, liquidate his business, and leave. 

"I'm too old, my-son," he replied. "I'm too old to start a new life. I'm too old to start from scratch again 

in a country so far away. . . . " 

The Budapest radio announced that the Fascist party had come into power. Horthy had been forced 

to ask one of the leaders of the Nyilas party to form a new government. 



Still this was not enough to worry us. Of course we had heard about the Fascists, but they were 

still just an abstraction to us. This was only a change in the administration. 

The following day, there was more disturbing news: 
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with government permission, German troops had entered Hungarian territory. 

Here and there, anxiety was aroused. One of our friends, Berkovitz, who had just returned from the 

capital, told us: 

"The Jews in Budapest are living in an atmosphere of fear and terror. There are anti-Semitic 

incidents every day, in the streets, in the trains. The Fascists are attacking Jewish shops and 

synagogues. The situation is getting very serious." 

This news spread like wildfire through Sighet. Soon it was on everyone's lips. But not for long. 

Optimism soon revived. 

"The Germans won't get as far as this. They'll stay in Budapest. There are strategic and political 

reasons. . . . " 

Before three days had passed, German army cars had appeared in our streets. 

Anguish. German soldiers—with their steel helmets, and their emblem, the death's head. 

However, our first impressions of the Germans were most reassuring. The officers were billeted in 

private houses, even in the homes of Jews. Their attitude toward their hosts was distant, but polite. 

They never demanded the impossible, made no unpleasant comments, and even smiled occasionally at 

the mistress of the house. One German officer lived in the house opposite ours. He had a room with the 

Kahn family. They said he was a charming man—calm, likable, polite, and sympathetic. Three days after 

he moved in he brought Madame Kahn a box of chocolates. The optimists rejoiced. 

"Well, there you are, you see! What did we tell you? You wouldn't believe us. There they are your 

Germans! What do you think of them? Where is their famous cruelty?" 

The Germans were already in the town, the Fascists 
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were already in power, the verdict had already been pronounced, yet the Jews of Sighet 

continued to smile. 

The week of Passover. The weather was wonderful. My mother bustled round her kitchen. There were 

no longer any synagogues open. We gathered in private houses: the Germans were not to be provoked. 

Practically every rabbis flat became a house of prayer. 

We drank, we ate, we sang. The Bible bade us rejoice during the seven days of the feast, to be 

happy. But our hearts were not in it. Our hearts had been beating more rapidly for some days. We 

wished the feast were over, so that we should not have to play this comedy any longer. 

On the seventh day of Passover the curtain rose. The Germans arrested the leaders of the Jewish 



community. 

From that moment, everything happened very quickly. The race toward death had begun. 

The first step: Jews would not be allowed to leave their houses for three days—on pain of death. 

Moshe the Beadle came running to our house. 

"I warned you," he cried to my father. And, without waiting for a reply, he fled. 

That same day the Hungarian police burst into all the Jewish houses in the street. A Jew no longer 

had the right to keep in his house gold, jewels, or any objects of value Everything had to be handed over 

to the authorities—or pain of death. My father went down into the cellar and buried our savings. 

At home, my mother continued to busy herself with her usual tasks. At times she would pause and 

gaze at us silent. 

When the three days were up, there was a new decree every Jew must wear the yellow star. 

Some of the prominent members of the community came to see my father—who had highly placed 

connection in the Hungarian police—to ask him what he thought of the situation. My father did not 

consider it so grim—but 
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perhaps he did not want to dishearten the others or rub salt in their wounds: 

"The yellow star? Oh well, what of it? You don't die of it. . . ." 

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

But already they were issuing new decrees. We were no longer allowed to go into restaurants or 

cafes, to travel on the railway, to attend the synagogue, to go out into the street after six o'clock. 

Then came the ghetto. 

Two ghettos were set up in Sighet. A large one, in the center of the town, occupied four streets, 

and another smaller one extended over several small side streets in the outlying district. The street 

where we lived, Serpent Street, was inside the first ghetto. We still lived, therefore, in our own house. 

But as it was at the corner, the windows facing the outside street had to be blocked up. We gave up some 

of our rooms to relatives who had been driven out of their flats. 

Little by little life returned to normal. The barbed wire which fenced us in did not cause us any 

real fear. We even thought ourselves rather well off; we were entirely self-contained. A little Jewish 

republic. . . . We appointed a Jewish Council, a Jewish police, an office for social assistance, a labor 

committee, a hygiene department —a whole government machinery. 

Everyone marveled at it. We should no longer have before our eyes those hostile faces, those hateladen 

stares. Our fear and anguish were at an end. We were living among Jews, among brothers. . . . 

Of course, there were still some unpleasant moments. Every day the Germans came to fetch men to 

stoke coal on the military trains. There were not many volunteers for work of this kind. But apart from 

that the atmosphere was peaceful and reassuring. 



The general opinion was that we were going to remain 
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in the ghetto until the end of the war, until the arrival of the Red Army. Then everything would be as 

before. It was neither German nor Jew who ruled the ghetto—it was illusion. 

On the Saturday before Pentecost, in the spring sunshine, people strolled, carefree and unheeding, 

through the swarming streets. They chatted happily. The children played games on the pavements. With 

some of my schoolmates, I sat in the Ezra Malik gardens, studying a treatise on the Talmud. 

Night fell. There were twenty people gathered in our back yard. My father was telling them 

anecdotes and expounding his own views on the situation. He was a good story teller. 

Suddenly the gate opened and Stern—a former tradesman who had become a policeman—came in 

and took my father aside. Despite the gathering dusk, I saw my father turn pale. 

"What's the matter?" we all asked him. 

"I don't know. I've been summoned to an extraordinary meeting of the council. Something must 

have happened." 

The good story he had been in the middle of telling us was to remain unfinished. 

"I'm going there," he went on. "I shall be back as soon as I can. I'll tell you all about it. Wait for 

me." 

We were prepared to wait for some hours. The back yard became like the hall outside an operating 

room. We were only waiting for the door to open—to see the opening of the firmament itself. Other 

neighbors, having heard rumors, had come to join us. People looked at their watches. The time 

passed very slowly. What could such a long meeting mean? 

"I've got a premonition of evil," said my mother. "This afternoon I noticed some new faces in the 

ghetto—two German officers, from the Gestapo, I believe. Since we've been here, not a single officer 

has ever shown himself. . . . " 
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It was nearly midnight. No one had wanted to go to bed. A few people had paid a flying visit to their 

homes to see that everything was all right. Others had returned home, but they left instructions that 

they were to be told as soon as my father came back. 

At last the door opened and he appeared. He was pale. At once he was surrounded. 

"What happened? Tell us what happened! Say something!" 

How avid we were at that moment for one word of confidence, one sentence to say that there were no 

grounds for fear, that the meeting could not have been more commonplace, more routine, that it had 

only been a question of social welfare, of sanitary arrangements! But one glance at my father's haggard 

face was enough. 

"I have terrible news," he said at last. "Deportation." 



The ghetto was to be completely wiped out. We were to leave street by street, starting the 

following day. 

We wanted to know everything, all the details. The news had stunned everyone, yet we wanted to 

drain the bitter draft to the dregs. 

"Where are we being taken?" 

This was a secret. A secret from all except one: the President of the Jewish Council. But he would 

not say; he could not say. The Gestapo had threatened to shoot him if he talked. 

"There are rumors going around," said my father in a broken voice, "that we're going somewhere in 

Hungary, to work in the brick factories. Apparently, the reason is that the front is too close here. . . . " 

And, after a moment's silence, he added: 

"Each person will be allowed to take only his own personal belongings. A bag on our backs, some 

food, a few clothes. Nothing else." 

Again a heavy silence. 

"Go and wake the neighbors up," said my father. "So that they can get ready." 

12 Elie Wiesel 

The shadows beside me awoke as from a long sleep. They fled, silently, in all directions. 

For a moment we were alone. Then suddenly Batia Reich, a relative who was living with us, came 

into the room: 

"There's someone knocking on the blocked-up window, the one that faces outside!" 

It was not until after the war that I learned who it was that had knocked. It was an inspector in the 

Hungarian police, a friend of my father. Before we went into the ghetto, he had said to us: "Don't 

worry. If you're in any danger, I'll warn you." If he could have spoken to us that evening, we could 

perhaps have fled. . . . But by the time we had managed to open the window, it was too late. There was no 

one outside. 

The ghetto awoke. One by one, lights came on in the windows. 

I went into the house of one of my father's friends. I woke up the head of the household, an old man 

with a gray beard and the eyes of a dreamer. He was stooped from long nights of study. 

"Get up, sir, get up! You've got to get ready for the journey! You're going to be expelled from here 

tomorrow with your whole family, and all the rest of the Jews. Where to? Don't ask me, sir. Don't ask me 

any questions. Only God could answer you. For heaven's sake, get up." 

He had not understood a word of what I was saying. He probably thought I had gone out of my 

mind. 

"What tale is this? Get ready for the journey? What journey? Why? What's going on? Have you 

gone mad?" 

Still half asleep, he stared at me with terror-stricken eyes, as though he expected me to burst out 



laughing and say in the end, "Get back to bed. Go to sleep. Pleasant dreams. Nothing's happened at all. 

It was just a joke." 

My throat was dry, the words choked in it, paralyzing my lips. I could not say any more. 
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Then he understood. He got out of bed and with automatic movements began to get dressed. Then 

he went up to the bed where his wife slept and touched her brow with infinite tenderness; she opened 

her eyes, and it seemed to me that her lips were brushed by a smile. Then he went to his children's beds 

and woke them swiftly, dragging them from their dreams. I fled. 

Time passed very quickly. It was already four o'clock in the morning. My father ran to right and left, 

exhausted, comforting friends, running to the Jewish Council to see if the edict had not been revoked in 

the meantime. To the very last moment, a germ of hope stayed alive in our hearts. 

The women were cooking eggs, roasting meat, baking cakes, and making knapsacks. The children 

wandered all over the place, hanging their heads, not knowing what to do with themselves, where to go, 

to keep from getting in the way of the grown-ups. Our back yard had become a real market place. 

Household treasures, valuable carpets, silver candelabra, prayer books, Bibles, and other religious articles 

littered the dusty ground beneath a wonderfully blue sky; pathetic objects which looked as though they 

had never belonged to anyone. 

By eight o'clock in the morning, a weariness like molten lead began to settle in the veins, the 

limbs, the brain. I was in the midst of my prayers when suddenly there were shouts in the street. I tore 

myself from my phylacteries and ran to the window. Hungarian police had entered the ghetto and were 

shouting in the neighboring street: 

"All Jews outside! Hurry!" 

Some Jewish police went into the houses, saying in broken voices: 

"The time's come now . . . you've got to leave all this. . . . " 

The Hungarian police struck out with truncheons and rifle butts, to right and left, without reason, 
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nately, their blows falling upon old men and women, children and invalids alike. 

One by one the houses emptied, and the street filled with people and bundles. By ten o'clock, all 

the condemned were outside. The police took a roll call, once, twice, twenty times. The heat was 

intense. Sweat streamed from faces and bodies. 

Children cried for water. 

Water? There was plenty, close at hand, in the houses, in the yards, but they were forbidden to break 

the ranks. 

"Water! Mummy! Water!" 



The Jewish police from the ghetto were able to go and fill a few jugs secretly. Since my sisters and I 

were destined for the last convoy and we were still allowed to move about, we helped them as well as we 

could. 

Then, at last, at one o'clock in the afternoon, came the signal to leave. 

There was joy—yes, joy. Perhaps they thought that God could have devised no torment in hell 

worse than that of sitting there among the bundles, in the middle of the road, beneath a blazing sun; 

that anything would be preferable to that. They began their journey without a backward glance at the 

abandoned streets, the dead, empty houses, the gardens, the tombstones. . . . On everyone's back was a 

pack. In everyone's eyes was suffering drowned in tears. Slowly, heavily, the procession made its way to the 

gate of the ghetto. 

And there was I, on the pavement, unable to make a move. Here came the Rabbi, his back bent, his 

face shaved, his pack on his back. His mere presence among the deportees added a touch of unreality 

to the scene. It was like a page torn from some story book, from some historical novel about the captivity 

of Babylon or the Spanish Inquisition. 

One by one they passed in front of me, teachers, friends, others, all those I had been afraid of, 

all those I 
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once could have laughed at, all those I had lived with over the years. They went by, fallen, dragging their 

packs, dragging their lives, deserting their homes, the years of their childhood, cringing like beaten 

dogs. 

They passed without a glance in my direction. They must have envied me. 

The procession disappeared round the corner of the street. A few paces farther on, and they would 

have passed beyond the ghetto walls. 

The street was like a market place that had suddenly been abandoned. Everything could be found 

there: suitcases, portfolios, briefcases, knives, plates, banknotes, papers, faded portraits. All those things 

that people had thought of taking with them, and which in the end they had left behind. They had lost all 

value. 

Everywhere rooms lay open. Doors and windows gaped onto the emptiness. Everything was free 

for anyone, belonging to nobody. It was simply a matter of helping oneself. An open tomb. 

A hot summer sun. 

We had spent the day fasting. But we were not very hungry. We were exhausted. 

My father had accompanied the deportees as far as the entrance of the ghetto. They first had to go 

through the big synagogue, where they were minutely searched, to see that they were not taking away any 

gold, silver, or other objects of value. There were outbreaks of hysteria and blows with the truncheons. 

"When is our turn coming?" I asked my father. 



"The day after tomorrow. At least—at least, unless things turn out differently. A miracle, perhaps. 

. . . " 

Where were the people being taken to? Didn't anyone know yet? No, the secret was well kept. 

Night had fallen. That evening we went to bed early. My father said: 
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"Sleep well, children. It's not until the day after tomorrow, Tuesday." 

Monday passed like a small summer cloud, like a dream in the first daylight hours. 

Busy with getting our packs ready, with baking bread and cakes, we no longer thought of anything. 

The verdict had been delivered. 

That evening, our mother made us go to bed very early, to conserve our strength, she said. It was 

our last night at home. 

I was up at dawn. I wanted time to pray before we were expelled. 

My father had got up earlier to go and seek information. He came back at about eight o'clock. Good 

news: it wasn't today that we were leaving the town. We were only to move into the little ghetto. There 

we would wait for the last transport. We should be the last to leave. 

At nine o'clock, Sunday's scenes began all over again. Policemen with truncheons yelling: 

"All Jews outside!" 

We were ready. I was the first to leave. I did not want to see my parents' faces. I did not want to 

break into tears. We stayed sitting down in the middle of the road, as the others had done the day before 

yesterday. There was the same infernal heat. The same thirst. But there was no longer anyone left to 

bring us water. 

I looked at our house, where I had spent so many years in my search for God; in fasting in order to 

hasten the coming of the Messiah; in imagining what my life would be like. Yet I felt little sorrow. I 

thought of nothing. 

"Get up! Count off!" 

Standing. Counting off. Sitting down. Standing up again. On the ground once more. Endlessly. We 

waited impatiently to be fetched. What were they waiting for? At last the order came: 

"Forward march!" 

My father wept. It was the first time I had ever seen him weep. I had never imagined that he could. 

As for my 
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mother, she walked with a set expression on her face, without a word, deep in thought. I looked at my 

little sister Tzipora, her fair hair well combed, a red coat over her arm, a little girl of seven. The bundle on 

her back was too heavy for her. She gritted her teeth. She knew by now that it would be useless to 

complain. The police were striking out with their truncheons. "Faster!" I had no strength left. The journey 



had only just begun, and I felt so weak. . . . 

"Faster! Faster! Get on with you, lazy swine!" yelled the Hungarian police. 

It was from that moment that I began to hate them, and my hate is still the only link between us 

today. They were our first oppressors. They were the first of the faces of hell and death. 

We were ordered to run. We advanced in double time. Who would have thought we were so 

strong? Behind their windows, behind their shutters, our compatriots looked out at us as we passed. 

At last we reached our destination. Throwing our bags to the ground, we sank down: 

"Oh God, Lord of the Universe, take pity upon us in Thy great mercy. . . . " 

The little ghetto. Three days before, people had still been living there—the people who owned the 

things we were using now. They had been expelled. Already we had completely forgotten them. 

The disorder was greater than in the big ghetto. The people must have been driven out 

unexpectedly. I went to see the rooms where my uncle's family had lived. On the table there was a halffinished 

bowl of soup. There was a pie waiting to be put in the oven. Books were littered about on the 

floor. Perhaps my uncle had had dreams of taking them with him? 

We settled in. (What a word!) I went to get some wood; my sisters lit the fire. Despite her own 

weariness, my mother began to prepare a meal. 
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"We must keep going, we must keep going," she kept on repeating. 

The people's morale was not too bad; we were beginning to get used to the situation. 

In the street, they even went so far as to have optimistic conversations. The Boche would 

not have time to expel us, they were saying . . . as far as those who had already been 

deported were concerned, it was too bad; no more could be done. But they would 

probably allow us to live out our wretched little lives here, until the end of the war. 

The ghetto was not guarded. Everyone could come and go as they pleased. Our old 

servant, Martha, came to see us. Weeping bitterly, she begged us to come to her village, 

where she could give us a safe refuge. My father did not want to hear of it. 

"You can go if you want to," he said to me and to my older sisters. "I shall stay here 

with your mother and the child. . . . " 

Naturally, we refused to be separated. 

Night. No one prayed, so that the night would pass quickly. The stars were only 

sparks of the fire which devoured us. Should that fire die out one day, there would be 

nothing left in the sky but dead stars, dead eyes. 

There was nothing else to do but to get into bed, into the beds of the absent ones; 

to rest, to gather one's strength. 

At dawn, there was nothing left of this melancholy. We felt as though we were on 



holiday. People were saying: 

"Who knows? Perhaps we are being deported for our own good. The front isn't very 

far off; we shall soon be able to hear the guns. And then the civilian population would be 

evacuated anyway. . . . " 

"Perhaps they were afraid we might help the guerrillas. . . . " 

Night 19 

"If you ask me, the whole business of deportation is just a farce. Oh yes, don't laugh. The Boches 

just want to steal our jewelry. They know we've buried everything, and that they'll have to hunt for it: it's 

easier when the owners are on holiday. . . . " 

On holiday! 

These optimistic speeches, which no one believed, helped to pass the time. The few days we lived 

here went by pleasantly enough, in peace. People were better disposed toward one another. There were 

no longer any questions of wealth, of social distinction, and importance, only people all condemned to 

the same fate—still unknown. 

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

The night before, we had the traditional Friday evening meal. We said the customary grace for the 

bread and wine and swallowed our food without a word. We were, we felt, gathered for the last time 

round the family table. I spent the night turning over thoughts and memories in my mind, unable to find 

sleep. 

At dawn, we were in the street, ready to leave. This time there were no Hungarian police. An 

agreement had been made with the Jewish Council that they should organize it all themselves. 

Our convoy went toward the main synagogue. The town seemed deserted. Yet our friends of 

yesterday were probably waiting behind their shutters for the moment when they could pillage our 

houses. 

The synagogue was like a huge station: luggage and tears. The altar was broken, the hangings torn 

down, the walls bare. There were so many of us that we could scarcely breathe. We spent a horrible 

twenty-four hours there. There were men downstairs; women on the first floor. It was Saturday; it was 

as though we had come to attend the 
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service. Since no one could go out, people were relieving themselves in a corner. 

The following morning, we marched to the station, where a convoy of cattle wagons was waiting. The 

Hungarian police made us get in—eighty people in each car. We were left a few loaves of bread and some 

buckets of water. The bars at the window were checked, to see that they were not loose. Then the cars 

were sealed. In each car one person was placed in charge. If anyone escaped, he would be shot. 

Two Gestapo officers strolled about on the platform, smiling: all things considered, everything had 



gone off very well. 

A prolonged whistle split the air. The wheels began to grind. We were on our way. 

Lying down was out of the question, and we were only able to sit by deciding to take turns. There 

was very little air. The lucky ones who happened to be near a window could see the blossoming 

countryside roll by. 

After two days of traveling, we began to be tortured by thirst. Then the heat became unbearable. 

Free from all social constraint, young people gave way openly to instinct, taking advantage of the 

darkness to flirt in our midst, without caring about anyone else, as though they were alone in the world. 

The rest pretended not to notice anything. 

We still had a few provisions left. But we never ate enough to satisfy our hunger. To save was our 

rule; to save up for tomorrow. Tomorrow might be worse. 

The train stopped at Kaschau, a little town on the Czechoslovak frontier. We realized then that we 

were not going to stay in Hungary. Our eyes were opened, but too late. 

The door of the car slid open. A German officer, accompanied by a Hungarian lieutenant-interpreter, 

came up and introduced himself. 

"From this moment, you come under the authority of the German army. Those of you who still have 

gold, silver, or watches in your possession must give them up now. Anyone who is later found to have 

kept anything will be shot on the spot. Secondly, anyone who feels ill may go to the hospital car. That's 

all." 
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The Hungarian lieutenant went among us with a basket and collected the last possessions from 

those who no longer wished to taste the bitterness of terror. 

"There are eighty of you in this wagon," added the German officer. "If anyone is missing, you'll all 

be shot, like dogs. . . . " 

They disappeared. The doors were closed. We were caught in a trap, right up to our necks. The 

doors were nailed up; the way back was finally cut off. The world was a cattle wagon hermetically sealed. 

We had a woman with us named Madame Schachter. She was about fifty; her ten-year-old son was 

with her, crouched in a corner. Her husband and two eldest sons had been deported with the first transport 

by mistake. The separation had completely broken her. 

I knew her well. A quiet woman with tense, burning eyes, she had often been to our house. Her 

husband, who was a pious man, spent his days and nights in study, and it was she who worked to support 

the family. 

Madame Schachter had gone out of her mind. On the first day of the journey she had already begun 

to moan and to keep asking why she had been separated from her family. As time went on, her cries grew 



hysterical. 

On the third night, while we slept, some of us sitting one against the other and some standing, a 

piercing cry split the silence: 

"Fire! I can see a fire! I can see a fire!" 

There was a moment's panic. Who was it who had cried out? It was Madame Schachter. 

Standing in the middle of the wagon, in the pale light from the windows, she looked like a withered tree 

in a cornfield. She pointed her arm toward the window, screaming: 

"Look! Look at it! Fire! A terrible fire! Mercy! Oh, that fire!" 

Some of the men pressed up against the bars. There was nothing there; only the darkness. 

The shock of this terrible awakening stayed with us for a long time. We still trembled from it. With 

every groan of 
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the wheels on the rail, we felt that an abyss was about to open beneath our bodies. 

Powerless to still our own anguish, we tried to console ourselves: 

"She's mad, poor soul. . . . " 

Someone had put a damp cloth on her brow, to calm her, but still her screams went 

on: 

"Fire! Fire!" 

Her little boy was crying, hanging onto her skirt, trying to take hold of her hands. 

"It's all right, Mummy! There's nothing there. . . .Sit down. . . ."This shook me even 

more than his mother's screams had done. 

Some women tried to calm her. "You'll find your husband and your sons again . . . 

in a few days. . . . " 

She continued to scream, breathless, her voice broken by sobs. "Jews, listen to me! I 

can see a fire! There are huge flames! It is a furnace!" 

It was as though she were possessed by an evil spirit which spoke from the depths 

of her being. 

We tried to explain it away, more to calm ourselves and to recover our own breath 

than to comfort her. "She must be very thirsty, poor thing! That's why she keeps 

talking about a fire devouring her." 

But it was in vain. Our terror was about to burst the sides of the train. Our nerves 

were at breaking point. Our flesh was creeping. It was as though madness were taking 

possession of us all. We could stand it no longer. Some of the young men forced her to 

sit down, tied her up, and put a gag in her mouth. 

Silence again. The little boy sat down by his mother, crying. I had begun to breathe 



normally again. We could hear the wheels churning out that monotonous rhythm of a 

train traveling through the night. We could begin to doze, to rest, to dream. . . . 

An hour or two went by like this. Then another scream took our breath away. The 

woman had broken loose from her bonds and was crying out more loudly than ever: 

"Look at the fire! Flames, flames everywhere. . . . " 
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Once more the young men tied her up and gagged her. They even struck her. People encouraged 

them: 

"Make her be quiet! She's mad! Shut her up! She's not the only one. She can keep her mouth shut. 

. . ." 

They struck her several times on the head—blows that might have killed her. Her little boy clung to 

her; he did not cry out; he did not say a word. He was not even weeping now. 

An endless night. Toward dawn, Madame Schachter calmed down. Crouched in her corner, her 

bewildered gaze scouring the emptiness, she could no longer see us. 

She stayed like that all through the day, dumb, absent, isolated among us. As soon as night fell, she 

began to scream: "There's a fire over there!" She would point at a spot in space, always the same one. 

They were tired of hitting her. The heat, the thirst, the pestilential stench, the suffocating lack of air— 

these were as nothing compared with these screams which tore us to shreds. A few days more and we 

should all have started to scream too. 

But we had reached a station. Those who were next to the windows told us its name: 

"Auschwitz." 

No one had ever heard that name. 

The train did not start up again. The afternoon passed slowly. Then the wagon doors slid open. Two 

men were allowed to get down to fetch water. 

When they came back, they told us that, in exchange for a gold watch, they had discovered that this 

was the last stop. We would be getting out here. There was a labor camp. Conditions were good. 

Families would not be split up. Only the young people would go to work in the factories. The old men 

and invalids would be kept occupied in the fields. 

The barometer of confidence soared. Here was a sudden release from the terrors of the previous 

nights. We gave thanks to God. 

Madame Schachter stayed in her corner, wilted, 
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dumb, indifferent to the general confidence. Her little boy stroked her hand. 

As dusk fell, darkness gathered inside the wagon. We started to eat our last provisions. At ten in the 

evening, everyone was looking for a convenient position in which to sleep for a while, and soon we were 



all asleep. Suddenly: 

'The fire! The furnace! Look, over there! . . . " 

Waking with a start, we rushed to the window. Yet again we had believed her, even if only for a 

moment. But there was nothing outside save the darkness of night. With shame in our souls, we went back 

to our places, gnawed by fear, in spite of ourselves. As she continued to scream, they began to hit her 

again, and it was with the greatest difficulty that they silenced her. 

The man in charge of our wagon called a German officer who was walking about on the platform, 

and asked him if Madame Schachter could be taken to the hospital car. 

"You must be patient," the German replied. "She'll be taken there soon." 

Toward eleven o'clock, the train began to move. We pressed against the windows. The convoy was 

moving slowly. A quarter of an hour later, it slowed down again. Through the windows we could see 

barbed wire; we realized that this must be the camp. 

We had forgotten the existence of Madame Schachter. Suddenly, we heard terrible screams: 

"Jews, look! Look through the window! Flames! Look!" 

And as the train stopped, we saw this time that flames were gushing out of a tall chimney into the 

black sky. 

Madame Schachter was silent herself. Once more she had become dumb, indifferent, absent, and had 

gone back to her corner. 

We looked at the flames in the darkness. There was an abominable odor floating in the air. Suddenly, 

our doors opened. Some odd-looking characters, dressed in striped shirts and black trousers leapt into 

the wagon. They held 
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electric torches and truncheons. They began to strike out to right and left, shouting: 

"Everybody get out! Everyone out of the wagon! Quickly!" 

We jumped out. I threw a last glance toward Madame Schachter. Her little boy was holding her 

hand. 

In front of us flames. In the air that smell of burning flesh. It must have been about midnight. We 

had arrived —at Birkenau, reception center for Auschwitz. 

The cherished objects we had brought with us thus far were left behind in the train, and with them, at 

last, our illusions. 

Every two yards or so an SS man held his tommy gun trained on us. Hand in hand we followed the 

crowd. 

An SS noncommissioned officer came to meet us, a truncheon in his hand. He gave the order: 

"Men to the left! Women to the right!" 

Eight words spoken quietly, indifferently, without emotion. Eight short, simple words. Yet that 



was the moment when I parted from my mother. I had not had time to think, but already I felt the pressure 

of my father's hand: we were alone. For a part of a second I glimpsed my mother and my sisters 

moving away to the right. Tzipora held Mother's hand. I saw them disappear into the distance; my 

mother was stroking my sister's fair hair, as though to protect her, while I walked on with my father and 

the other men. And I did not know that in that place, at that moment, I was parting from my mother and 

Tzipora forever. I went on walking. My father held onto my hand. 

Behind me, an old man fell to the ground. Near him was an SS man, putting his revolver back in its 

holster. 

My hand shifted on my father's arm. I had one thought —not to lose him. Not to be left alone. 

The SS officers gave the order: 

"Form fives!" 

Commotion. At all costs we must keep together. 
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"Here, kid, how old are you?" 

It was one of the prisoners who asked me this. I could not see his face, but his voice was tense and 

weary. 

"I'm not quite fifteen yet." 

"No. Eighteen." 

"But I'm not," I said. "Fifteen." 

"Fool. Listen to what I say." 

Then he questioned my father, who replied: 

"Fifty." 

The other grew more furious than ever. 

"No, not fifty. Forty. Do you understand? Eighteen and forty." 

He disappeared into the night shadows. A second man came up, spitting oaths at us. 

"What have you come here for, you sons of bitches? What are you doing here, eh?" 

Someone dared to answer him. 

"What do you think? Do you suppose we've come here for our own pleasure? Do you think we asked 

to come?" 

A little more, and the man would have killed him. 

"You shut your trap, you filthy swine, or I'll squash you right now! You'd have done better to have 

hanged yourselves where you were than come here. Didn't you know what was in store for you at 

Auschwitz? Haven't you heard about it? In 1944?" 

No, we had not heard. No one had told us. He could not believe his ears. His tone of voice became 



increasingly brutal. 

"Do you see that chimney over there? See it? Do you see those flames? (Yes, we did see the flames.) 

Over there —that's where you're going to be taken. That's your grave, over there. Haven't you realized it 

yet? You dumb bastards, don't you understand anything? You're going to be burned. Frizzled away. 

Turned into ashes." 

He was growing hysterical in his fury. We stayed motionless, petrified. Surely it was all a nightmare? 

An unimaginable nightmare? 

I heard murmurs arpund me. 
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"We've got to do something. We can't let ourselves be killed. We can't go like beasts to the 

slaughter. We've got to revolt." 

There were a few sturdy young fellows among us. They had knives on them, and they tried to incite 

the others to throw themselves on the armed guards. 

One of the young men cried: 

"Let the world learn of the existence of Auschwitz. Let everybody hear about it, while they can 

still escape. . . . " 

But the older ones begged their children not to do anything foolish: 

"You must never lose faith, even when the sword hangs over your head. That's the teaching 

of our sages. . . . " 

The wind of revolt died down. We continued our march toward the square. In the middle stood the 

notorious Dr. Mengele (a typical SS officer: a cruel face, but not devoid of intelligence, and wearing a 

monocle); a conductor's baton in his hand, he was standing among the other officers. The baton moved 

unremittingly, sometimes to the right, sometimes to the left. 

I was already in front of him: 

"How old are you?" he asked, in an attempt at a paternal tone of voice. 

"Eighteen." My voice was shaking. 

"Are you in good health?" 

"Yes." 

"What's your occupation?" 

Should I say that I was a student? 

"Farmer," I heard myself say. 

This conversation cannot have lasted more than a few seconds. It had seemed like an eternity to 

me. 

The baton moved to the left. I took half a step forward. I wanted to see first where they were sending 

my father. If he went to the right, I would go after him. 



The baton once again pointed to the left for him too. A weight was lifted from my heart. 
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We did not yet know which was the better side, right or left; which road led to 

prison and which to the crematory. But for the moment I was happy; I was near my 

father. Our procession continued to move slowly forward. 

Another prisoner came up to us: 

"Satisfied?" 

"Yes," someone replied. 

"Poor devils, you're going to the crematory." 

He seemed to be telling the truth. Not far from us, flames were leaping up from a 

ditch, gigantic flames. They were burning something. A lorry drew up at the pit and 

delivered its load—little children. Babies! Yes, I saw it —saw it with my own eyes . 

. . those children in the flames. (Is it surprising that I could not sleep after that? Sleep 

had fled from my eyes.) 

So this was where we were going. A little farther on was another and larger ditch 

for adults. 

I pinched my face. Was I still alive? Was I awake? I could not believe it. How could 

it be possible for them to burn people, children, and for the world to keep silent? No, 

none of this could be true. It was a nightmare. . . . Soon I should wake with a start, my 

heart pounding, and find myself back in the bedroom of my childhood, among my 

books. . . . 

My father's voice drew me from my thoughts: 

"It's a shame . . . a shame that you couldn't have gone with your mother. . . . I saw 

several boys of your age going with their mothers. . . . " 

His voice was terribly sad. I realized that he did not want to see what they were 

going to do to me. He did not want to see the burning of his only son. 

My forehead was bathed in cold sweat. But I told him that I did not believe that they 

could burn people in our age, that humanity would never tolerate it. . . . 

"Humanity? Humanity is not concerned with us. Today anything is allowed. 

Anything is possible, even these crematories. . . . " 

His voice was choking. 
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"Father," I said, "if that is so, I don't want to wait here. I'm going to run to the electric wire. That 

would be better than slow agony in the flames." 

He did not answer. He was weeping. His body was shaken convulsively. Around us, everyone was 



weeping. Someone began to recite the Kaddish, the prayer for the dead. I do not know if it has ever 

happened before, in the long history of the Jews, that people have ever recited the prayer for the dead 

for themselves. 

"Yitgadal veyitkadach shme raba. . . . May His Name be blessed and magnified.^. . ." 

whispered my father. 

For the first time, I felt revolt rise up in me. Why should I bless His name? The Eternal, Lord 

of the Universe, the All-Powerful and Terrible, was silent. What had I to thank Him for? 

We continued our march. We were gradually drawing closer to the ditch, from which an infernal heat 

was rising. Still twenty steps to go. If I wanted to bring about my own death, this was the moment. Our 

line had now only fifteen paces to cover. I bit my lips so that my father would not hear my teeth 

chattering. Ten steps still. Eight. Seven. We marched slowly on, as though following a hearse at our own 

funeral. Four steps more. Three steps. There it was now, right in front of us, the pit and its flames. I 

gathered all that was left of my strength, so that I could break from the ranks and throw myself upon the 

barbed wire. In the depths of my heart, I bade farewell to my father, to the whole universe; and, in 

spite of myself, the words formed themselves and issued in a whisper from my lips: Yitgadal 

veyitkadach shme raba. . . . May His name be blessed and magnified. . . . My heart was bursting. 

The moment had come. I was face to face with the Angel of Death. . . . 

No. Two steps from the pit we were ordered to turn to the left and made to go into a barracks. 

I pressed my father's hand. He said: 

"Do you remember Madame Schachter, in the train?" 
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Never shall I forget that night, the first night in camp, which has turned my life into one long night, 

seven times cursed and seven times sealed. Never shall I forget that smoke. Never shall I forget the little 

faces of the children, whose bodies I saw turned into wreaths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky. 

Never shall I forget those flames which consumed my 

faith forever. » 

Never shall I forget that nocturnal silence which deprived me, for all eternity, of the desire to 

live. Never shall I forget those moments which murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to 

dust. Never shall I forget these things, even if I am condemned to live as long as God Himself. Never. 

The barracks we had been made to go into was very long. In the roof were some blue-tinged 

skylights. The antechamber of Hell must look like this. So many crazed men, so many cries, so much 

bestial brutality! 

There were dozens of prisoners to receive us, truncheons in their hands, striking out anywhere, at 

anyone, without reason. Orders: 

"Strip! Fast! Los! Keep only your belts and shoes in your hands. . . . " 



We had to throw our clothes at one end of the barracks. There was already a great heap there. 

New suits and old, torn coats, rags. For us, this was the true equality: nakedness. Shivering with the cold. 

Some SS officers moved about in the room, looking for strong men. If they were so keen on strength, 

perhaps one should try and pass oneself off as sturdy? My father thought the reverse. It was better not to 

draw attention to oneself. Our fate would then be the same as the others. (Later, we were to learn that he 

was right. Those who were selected that day were enlisted in the Sonder-Kommando, the unit 
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which worked in the crematories. Bela Katz—son of a big tradesman from our town—had arrived at 

Birkenau with the first transport, a week before us. When he heard of our arrival, he managed to get word 

to us that, having been chosen for his strength, he had himself put his father's body into the crematory 

oven.) 

Blows continued to rain down. 

"To the barber!" 

Belt and shoes in hand, I let myself be dragged off to the barbers. They took our hair off with 

clippers, and shaved off all the hair on our bodies. The same thought buzzed all the time in my head— 

not to be separated from my father. 

Freed from the hands of the barbers, we began to wander in the crowd, meeting friends and 

acquaintances. These meetings filled us with joy—yes, joy—"Thank God! You're still alive!" 

But others were crying. They used all their remaining strength in weeping. Why had they let 

themselves be brought here? Why couldn't they have died in their beds? Sobs choked their voices. 

Suddenly, someone threw his arms round my neck in an embrace: Yechiel, brother of the rabbi of 

Sighet. He was sobbing bitterly. I thought he was weeping with joy at still being alive. 

"Don't cry, Yechiel," I said. "Don't waste your tears. . . . " 

"Not cry? We're on the threshold of death. . . . Soon we shall have crossed over. . . . Don't you 

understand? How could I not cry?" 

Through the blue-tinged skylights I could see the darkness gradually fading. I had ceased to feel 

fear. And then I was overcome by an inhuman weariness. 

Those absent no longer touched even the surface of our memories. We still spoke of them—"Who 

knows what may have become of them?"—but we had little concern for their fate. We were incapable of 

thinking of anything at all. Our senses were blunted; everything was blurred as in a 
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fog. It was no longer possible to grasp anything. The instincts of self-preservation, of self-defense, of 

pride, had all deserted us. In one ultimate moment of lucidity it seemed to me that we were damned 

souls wandering in the half-world, souls condemned to wander through space till the generations of man 

came to an end, seeking their redemption, seeking oblivion—without hope of finding it. 



Toward five o'clock in the morning, we were driven out of the barracks. The Kapos beat us once 

more, but I had ceased to feel any pain from their blows. An icy wind enveloped us. We were naked, our 

shoes and belts in our hands. The command: "Run!" And we ran. After a few minutes of racing, a new 

barracks. 

A barrel of petrol at the entrance. Disinfection. Everyone was soaked in it. Then a hot shower. At high 

speed. As we came out from the water, we were driven outside. More running. Another barracks, the 

store. Very long tables. Mountains of prison clothes. On we ran. As we passed, trousers, tunic, shirt, and 

socks were thrown to us. 

Within a few seconds, we had ceased to be men. If the situation had not been tragic, we should have 

roared with laughter. Such outfits! Meir Katz, a giant, had a child's trousers, and Stern, a thin little 

chap, a tunic which completely swamped him. We immediately began the necessary exchanges. 

I glanced at my father. How he had changed! His eyes had grown dim. I would have liked to speak 

to him, but I did not know what to say. 

The night was gone. The morning star was shining in the sky. I too had become a completely 

different person. The student of the Talmud, the child that I was, had been consumed in the flames. 

There remained only a shape that looked like me. A dark flame had entered into my soul and devoured it. 

So much had happened within such a few hours that I had lost all sense of time. When had we left 

our houses? And the ghetto? And the train? Was it only a week? One night—one single night? 
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How long had we been standing like this in the icy wind? An hour? Simply an hour? Sixty minutes? 

Surely it was a dream. 

Not far from us there were some prisoners at work. Some were digging holes, others carrying sand. 

None of them so much as glanced at us. We were so many dried-up trees in the heart of a desert. Behind 

me, some people were talking. I had not the slightest desire to listen to what they were saying, to know 

who was talking or what they were talking about. No one dared to raise his voice, though there was no 

supervisor near us. People whispered. Perhaps it was because of the thick smoke which poisoned the air 

and took one by the throat. . . . 

We were made to go into a new barracks, in the "gypsies' camp." In ranks of five. 

"And now stay where you are!" 

There was no floor. A roof and four walls. Our feet sank into the mud. 

Another spell of waiting began. I went to sleep standing up. I dreamed of a bed, of my mother's 

caress. And I woke up: I was standing, my feet in the mud. Some people collapsed and lay where they 

were. Others cried: 

"Are you mad? We've been told to stay standing. Do you want to bring trouble on us all?" 

As if all the trouble in the world had not descended already upon our heads! Gradually, we all sat 



down in the mud. But we had to jump up constantly, every time a Kapo came in to see if anybody had a 

pair of new shoes. If so, they had to be given up to him. It was no use opposing this: blows rained down 

and in the final reckoning you had lost your shoes anyway. 

I had new shoes myself. But as they were coated with a thick layer of mud, no one had noticed 

them. I thanked God, in an improvised prayer, for having created mud in His infinite and wonderful 

universe. 

Suddenly the silence grew oppressive. An SS officer 
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had come in and, with him, the odor of the Angel of Death. We stared fixedly at his fleshy 

lips. From the middle of the barracks, he harangued us: 

"You're in a concentration camp. At Auschwitz. . . . " 

A pause. He observed the effect his words had produced. His face has stayed in my 

memory to this day. A tall man, about thirty, with crime inscribed upon his brow and in 

the pupils of his eyes. He looked us over as if we were a pack of leprous dogs hanging 

onto our lives. 

"Remember this," he went on. "Remember it forever. Engrave it into your minds. 

You are at Auschwitz. And Auschwitz is not a convalescent home. It's a concentration 

camp. Here, you have got to work. If not, you will go straight to the furnace. To the 

crematory. Work or the crematory—the choice is in your hands." 

We had already lived through so much that night, we thought nothing could 

frighten us any more. But his clipped words made us tremble. Here the word 

"furnace" was not a word empty of meaning: it floated on the air, mingling with the 

smoke. It was perhaps the only word which did have any real meaning here. He left the 

barracks. Kapos appeared, crying: 

"All skilled workers—locksmiths, electricians, watchmakers—one step forward!" 

The rest of us were made to go to another barracks, a stone one this time. With 

permission to sit down. A gypsy deportee was in charge of us. 

My father was suddenly seized with colic. He got up 

and went toward the gypsy, asking politely, in German: 

"Excuse me, can you tell me where the lavatories are?" 

The gypsy looked him up and down slowly, from head 

to foot. As if he wanted to convince himself that this man 

addressing him was really a creature of flesh and bone, a 

living being with a body and a belly. Then, as if he had 

suddenly woken up from a heavy doze, he dealt my father 
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such a clout that he fell to the ground, crawling back to his place on all fours. 

I did not move. What had happened to me? My father had just been struck, before my very eyes, and 

I had not flickered an eyelid. I had looked on and said nothing. Yesterday, I should have sunk my nails 

into the criminal's flesh. Had I changed so much, then? So quickly? Now remorse began to gnaw at me. I 

thought only: I shall never forgive them for that. My father must have guessed my feelings. He 

whispered in my ear, "It doesn't hurt." His cheek still bore the red mark of the man's hand. 

"Everyone outside!" 

Ten gypsies had come and joined our supervisor. Whips and truncheons cracked round me. My 

feet were running without my being aware of it. I tried to hide from the blows behind the others. The 

spring sunshine. 

"Form fives!" 

The prisoners whom I had noticed in the morning were working at the side. There was no guard 

near them, only the shadow of the chimney. . . , Dazed by the sunshine and by my reverie, I felt 

someone tugging at my sleeve. It was my father. "Come on, my boy." 

We marched on. Doors opened and closed again. On we went between the electric wires. At each 

step, a white placard with a death's head on it stared us in the face. A caption: "Warning. Danger of 

death." Mockery: was there a single place here where you were not in danger of death? 

The gypsies stopped near another barracks. They were replaced by SS, who surrounded us. 

Revolvers, machine guns, police dogs. 

The march had lasted half an hour. Looking around me, I noticed that the barbed wires were 

behind us. We had left the camp. 

It was a beautiful April day. The fragrance of spring was in the air. The sun was setting in the 

west. 

But we had been marching for only a few moments 
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when we saw the barbed wire of another camp. An iron door with this inscription over it: 

"Work is liberty!" 

Auschwitz. 

First impression: this was better than Birkenau. There were two-storied buildings of concrete instead 

of wooden barracks. There were little gardens here and there. We were led to one of these prison 

blocks. Seated on the ground by the entrance, we began another session of waiting. Every now and 

then, someone was made to go in. These were the showers, a compulsory formality at the entrance to all 

these camps. Even if you were simply passing from one to the other several times a day, you still had to 

go through the baths every time. 



After coming out from the hot water, we stayed shivering in the night air. Our clothes had been left 

behind in the other block, and we had been promised other outfits. 

Toward midnight, we were told to run. 

"Faster," shouted our guards. "The faster you run, the sooner you can go to bed." 

After a few minutes of this mad race we arrived in front of another block. The prisoner in charge 

was waiting for us. He was a young Pole, who smiled at us. He began to talk to us, and, despite our 

weariness, we listened patiently. 

"Comrades, you're in the concentration camp of Auschwitz. There's a long road of suffering ahead 

of you. But don't lose courage. You've already escaped the gravest danger: selection. So now, muster your 

strength, and don't lose heart. We shall all see the day of liberation. Have faith in life. Above all else, 

have faith. Drive out despair, and you will keep death away from yourselves. Hell is not for eternity. And 

now, a prayer—or rather, a piece of advice: let there be comradeship among you. We are all brothers, 

and we are all suffering the same fate. The same smoke floats over all our heads. Help one another. It 

is the only 
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way to survive. Enough said. You're tired. Listen. You're in Block 17. I am responsible for keeping order 

here. Anyone with a complaint against anyone else can come and see me. That's all. You can go to bed. 

Two people to a bunk. Good night." The first human words. 

No sooner had we climbed into the bunks than we fell into a deep sleep. 

The next morning, the "veteran" prisoners treated us without brutality. We went to the wash place. 

We were given new clothes. We were brought black coffee. 

We left the block at about ten o'clock, so that it could be cleaned. Outside the sunshine warmed us. 

Our morale was much improved. We were feeling the benefit of a night's sleep. Friends met each 

other, exchanged a few sentences. We talked of everything, except those who had disappeared. The 

general opinion was that the war was about to end. 

At about noon they brought us soup: a plate of thick soup for each person. Tormented though I was 

by hunger, I refused to touch it. I was still the spoiled child I had always been. My father swallowed my 

ration. 

In the shade of the block, we then had a little siesta. He must have been lying, that SS officer in the 

muddy barracks. Auschwitz was in fact a rest home. . . . 

In the afternoon we were made to line up. Three prisoners brought a table and some medical 

instruments. With the left sleeve rolled up, each person passed in front of the table. The three 

"veterans," with needles in their hands, engraved a number on our left arms. I became A-7713. After 

that I had no other name. 

At dusk, roll call. The working units came back. Near the door, the band was playing military 



marches. Tens of thousands of prisoners stood in rows while the SS checked their numbers. 

After roll call, the prisoners from all the blocks scat40 
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tered to look for friends, relatives, and neighbors who had arrived in the last convoy. 

Days passed. In the morning, black coffee. At noon, soup. (By the third day I was 

eating any kind of soup hungrily.) At six p.m., roll call. Then bread and something. At 

nine o'clock, bed. 

We had already been eight days at Auschwitz. It was during roll call. We were not 

expecting anything except the sound of the bell which would announce the end of roll 

call. I suddenly heard someone passing between the rows asking, "Which of you is 

Wiesel of Sighet?" 

The man looking for us was a bespectacled little fellow with a wrinkled, wizened 

face. My father answered him. 

"I'm Wiesel of Sighet." 

The little man looked at him for a long while, with his eyes narrowed. 

"You don't recognize me—you don't recognize me. I'm a relative of yours. Stein. 

Have you forgotten me already? Stein! Stein of Antwerp. Reizel's husband. Your wife 

was Reizel's aunt. She often used to write to us . . . and such letters!" 

My father had not recognized him. He must scarcely have known him, since my 

father was always up to his neck in the affairs of the Jewish community, and much less 

well versed in family matters. He was always elsewhere, lost in his thoughts. (Once a 

cousin came to see us at Sighet. She had been staying with us and eating at our table for 

over a fortnight before my father noticed her presence for the first time.) No, he could not 

have remembered Stein. As for me, I recognized him at once. I had known his wife 

Reizel before she left for Belgium. 

He said, "I was deported in 1942. I heard that a transport had come in from your 

region, and I came to find you. I thought perhaps you might have news of Reizel and my 

little boys. They stayed behind in Antwerp. . . . " 
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I knew nothing about them. Since 1940, my mother had not had a single letter from them. But I 

lied. 

"Yes, my mother's had news from your family. Reizel is very well. The children too. . . . " 

He wept with joy. He would have liked to stay longer, to learn more details, to drink in the good 

news, but an SS came up, and he had to go, calling to us that he would be back the next day. 

The bell gave us the signal to disperse. We went to get our evening meal of bread and margarine. I 



was dreadfully hungry and swallowed my ration on the spot. 

My father said, "You don't want to eat it all at once. Tomorrow's another day. . . . " 

And seeing that his advice had come too late and that there was nothing left of my ration, he did not 

even begin his own. 

"Personally, I'm not hungry," he said. 

We stayed at Auschwitz for three weeks. We had nothing to do. We slept a great deal in the 

afternoon and at night. 

The only worry was to avoid moves, to stay here as long as possible. It was not difficult; it was 

simply a matter of never putting oneself down as a skilled worker. Laborers were being kept till the end. 

At the beginning of the third week, the prisoner in charge of our block was deprived of his office, 

being considered too humane. Our new head was savage, and his assistants were real monsters. The good 

days were over. We began to wonder if it would not be better to let oneself be chosen for the next 

move. 

Stein, our relation from Antwerp, continued to visit us, and from time to time he would bring a 

half ration of bread. 

"Here, this is for you, Eliezer." 

Every time he came, there would be tears running 
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down his face, congealing there, freezing. He would often say to my father: 

"Take care of your son. He's very weak and dried up. Look after him well, to avoid the selection. Eat! 

It doesn't matter what or when. Eat everything you can. The weak don't hang about for long here. . . . " 

And he was so thin himself, so dried up, so weak. . . . 

"The only thing that keeps me alive," he used to say, "is that Reizel and the children are still alive. If 

it wasn't for them, I couldn't keep going." 

He came toward us one evening, his face radiant. 

"A transport's just come in from Antwerp. I'm going to see them tomorrow. They'll be sure to have 

news." 

He went off. 

We were not to see him again. He had had news. Real news. 

In the evening, lying on our beds, we would try to sing some of the Hasidic melodies, and Akiba 

Drumer would break our hearts with his deep, solemn voice. 

Some talked of God, of his mysterious ways, of the sins of the Jewish people, and of their future 

deliverance. But I had ceased to pray. How I sympathized with Job! I did not deny God's existence, but 

I doubted His absolute justice. 

Akiba Drumer said: "God is testing us. He wants to find out whether we can dominate our base 



instincts and kill the Satan within us. We have no right to despair. And if he punishes us relentlessly, it's a 

sign that He loves us all the more." 

Hersch Genud, well versed in the cabbala, spoke of the end of the world and the coming of 

Messiah. 

Only occasionally during these conversations did the thought occur to me: "Where is my mother at 

this moment? And Tzipora . . . ?" 

"Your mother is still a young woman," said my father 
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on one occasion. "She must be in a labor camp. And Tzipora's a big girl now, isn't she? She must be in 

a camp, too." 

How we should have liked to believe it. We pretended, for what if the other one should still be 

believing it? 

All the skilled workers had already been sent to other camps. There were only about a hundred of us 

ordinary laborers left. 

"It's your turn today," said the secretary of the block. "You're going with the next transport." 

At ten o'clock we were given our daily ration of bread. We were surrounded by about ten SS. On the 

door the plaque: "Work is liberty." We were counted. And then, there we were, right out in the country 

on the sunny road. In the sky a few little white clouds. 

We walked slowly. The guards were in no hurry. We were glad of this. As we went through the 

villages, many of the Germans stared at us without surprise. They had probably already seen quite a 

few of these processions. 

On the way, we met some young German girls. The 

guards began to tease them. The girls giggled, pleased. 

They let themselves be kissed and tickled, exploding with 

laughter. They were all laughing and joking and shouting 

blandishments at one another for a good part of the way. 

During this time, at least we did not have to endure either 

shouts or blows from the rifle butt. • 

At the end of four hours, we reached our new camp: Buna. The iron gate closed behind us. 

 

The camp looked as though it had suffered an epidemic: empty and dead. There were just a few 

well-clad prisoners walking about between the blocks. 

Of course, we had to go through the showers first. The head of our camp joined us there. He was a 

strong, well-built, broad-shouldered man: bull neck, thick lips, frizzled hair. He looked kind. A smile 

shone from time to time in his gray-blue eyes. Our convoy included a few children ten and twelve years 



old. The officer took an interest in them and gave orders for them to be brought food. 

After we had been given new clothes, we were installed in two tents. We had to wait to be enlisted 

in the labor units, then we could pass into the block. 

That evening, the labor units came back from the work yards. Roll call. We began to look for familiar 

faces, to seek information, to question the veteran prisoners about which labor unit was the best, which 

block one should try to get into. The prisoners all agreed, saying, "Buna's a very good camp. You can 

stand it. The important thing is not to get transferred to the building unit. . . . " As if the choice were in 

our own hands. 

The head of our tent was a German. An assassin's face, fleshy lips, hands like a wolf's paws. He was so 

fat he could hardly move. Like the leader of the camp, he loved 
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children. As soon as we arrived, he had brought them bread, soup, and margarine. (Actually, this was 

not disinterested affection: there was a considerable traffic in children among homosexuals here, I 

learned later.) 

The head told us: "You're staying here three days in quarantine. Then you're going to work. 

Tomorrow, medical inspection." 

One of his assistants—a hard-faced boy, with hooligan's eyes—came up to me: 

"Do you want to get into a good unit?" 

"I certainly do. But on one condition: I want to stay with my father." 

"All right," he said. "I can arrange that. For a small consideration: your shoes. I'll give you some 

others." 

I refused to give him my shoes. They were all I had left. 

"I'll give you an extra ration of bread and margarine." 

He was very keen on my shoes; but I did not give them up to him. (Later on they were taken from 

me just the same. But in exchange for nothing this time.) 

Medical examination in the open air in the early hours of the morning, before three doctors seated 

on a bench. 

The first barely examined me at all. He was content merely to ask: 

"Are you in good health?" 

Who would have dared say anything to the contrary? 

The dentist, on the other hand, seemed most conscientious: he would order us to open our mouths 

wide. Actually he was not looking for decayed teeth, but gold ones. Anyone who had gold in his mouth 

had his number added to a list. I myself had a gold crown. 

The first three days passed by rapidly. On the fourth day, at dawn, when we were standing in front 



of the tent, the Kapos appeared. Then each began to choose the men who suited him: 
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"You. . .you. . . you and you. . . ."They pointed a finger, as though choosing cattle or 

merchandise. 

We followed our Kapo, a young man. He made us stop at the entrance to the first block, near the door 

of the camp. This was the orchestra block. "Go in," he ordered. We were surprised. What had we to do 

with music? 

The band played a military march, always the same one. Dozens of units left for the workyards, in 

step. The Kapos beat time: "Left, right, left, right." 

Some SS officers, pen and paper in hand, counted the men as they went out. The band went on 

playing the same march until the last unit had gone by. Then the conductor's baton was still. The band 

stopped dead, and the Kapos yelled: 

"Form fives!" 

We left the camp without music, but in step: we still had the sound of the march in our ears. 

"Left, right! Left, right!" 

We started talking to the musicians next to us. 

We drew up in ranks of five, with the musicians. They were nearly all Jews: Juliek, a bespectacled 

Pole with a cynical smile on his pale face; Louis, a distinguished violinist who came from Holland—he 

complained that they would not let him play Beethoven: Jews were not allowed to play German music; 

Hans, a lively young Berliner. The foreman was a Pole, Franek, a former student from Warsaw. 

Juliek explained to me: "We work in a warehouse for electrical equipment, not far from here. The 

work isn't in the least difficult or dangerous. But Idek, the Kapo, has bouts of madness now and then, 

when it's best to keep out of his way." 

"You're lucky, son," smiled Hans. "You've landed in a good unit. . . . " 

Ten minutes later, we were in front of the warehouse. A German employee, a civilian, the meister, 

came to meet us. He paid us about as much attention as a dealer might who was just receiving a 

delivery of old rags. 
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Our comrades had been right; the work was not difficult. Sitting on the ground, we had to count 

bolts, bulbs, and small electrical fittings. The Kapo explained to us at great length the vast importance of 

our work, warning us that anyone found slacking would have him to reckon with. My new comrades 

reassured me. 

"There's nothing to be scared of. He has to say that because of the meister." 

There were a number of Polish civilians there, and a few French women, who were casting friendly 

glances at the musicians. 



Franek, the foreman, put me in a corner. "Don't kill yourself; there's no hurry. But mind an SS 

man doesn't catch you unawares." 

"Please . . . I would have liked to be by my father." 

"All right. Your father'll be working here by your side." 

We were lucky. 

There were two boys attached to our group: Yossi and Tibi, two brothers. They were Czechs whose 

parents had been exterminated at Birkenau. They lived, body and soul, for each other. 

They and I very soon became friends. Having once belonged to a Zionist youth organization, they 

knew innumerable Hebrew chants. Thus we would often hum tunes evoking the calm waters of Jordan 

and the majestic sanctity of Jerusalem. And we would often talk of Palestine. Their parents, like mine, had 

lacked the courage to wind up their affairs and emigrate while there was still time. We decided that, if we 

were granted our lives until the liberation, we would not stay in Europe a day longer. We would take the 

first boat for Haifa. 

Still lost in his cabbalistic dreams, Akiba Drumer had discovered a verse in the Bible which, 

interpreted in terms of numerology, enabled him to predict that the deliverance was due within the 

coming weeks. 
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We had left the tents for the musicians' block. We were entitled to a blanket, a wash bowl, and a 

bar of soap. The head of the block was a German Jew. 

It was good to be under a Jew. He was called Alphonse. A young man with an extraordinarily 

aged face, he was entirely devoted to the cause of "his" block. Whenever he could, he would organize a 

cauldron of soup for the young ones, the weak, all those who were dreaming more about an extra plateful 

than of liberty. 

One day when we had just come back from the warehouse, I was sent for by the secretary of the 

block. 

"A-7713?" 

"That's me." 

"After eating, you're to go to the dentist." 

"But I haven't got toothache." 

"After eating. Without fail." 

I went to the hospital block. There were about twenty prisoners waiting in a queue in front of the 

door. It did not take long to discover why we had been summoned: it was for the extraction of our gold 

teeth. 

The dentist, a Jew from Czechoslovakia, had a face like a death mask. When he opened his mouth, 

there was a horrible sight of yellow, decaying teeth. I sat in the chair and asked him humbly: "Please, 



what are you going to do?" 

"Simply take out your gold crown," he replied, indifferently. 

I had the idea of pretending to be ill. 

"You couldn't wait a few days, Doctor? I don't feel very well. I've got a temperature. . . . " 

He wrinkled his brow, thought for a moment, and took my pulse. 

"All right, son. When you feel better, come back and see me. But don't wait till I send for you!" 

I went to see him a week later. With the same excuse: 
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I still did not feel any better. He did not seem to show any surprise, and I do not know if he believed me. 

He was probably glad to see that I had come back of my own accord, as I had promised. He gave me 

another reprieve. A few days after this visit of mine, they closed the dentist's surgery, and he was thrown 

into prison. He was going to be hanged. It was alleged that he had been running a private traffic of his 

own in the prisoners' gold teeth. I did not feel any pity for him. I was even pleased about what had 

happened. I had saved my gold crown. It might be useful to me one day to buy something—bread or life. I 

now took little interest in anything except my daily plate of soup and my crust of stale bread. Bread, 

soup —these were my whole life. I was a body. Perhaps less than that even: a starved stomach. The 

stomach alone was aware of the passage of time. 

At the warehouse I often worked next to a young French girl. We did not speak to one another, 

since she knew no German and I did not understand French. 

She seemed to me to be a Jewess, though here she passed as Aryan. She was a forced labor 

deportee. 

One day when Idek was seized with one of his fits of frenzy, I got in his way. He leapt on me, like a 

wild animal, hitting me in the chest, on the head, throwing me down and pulling me up again, his blows 

growing more and more violent, until I was covered with blood. As I was biting my lips to stop myself 

from screaming with pain, he must have taken my silence for defiance, for he went on hitting me even 

harder. 

Suddenly he calmed down. As if nothing had happened, he sent me back to work. It was as though 

we had been taking part together in some game where we each had our role to play. 

I dragged myself to my corner. I ached all over. I felt a cool hand wiping my blood-stained forehead. 

It was the French girl. She gave me her mournful smile and slipped a 
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bit of bread into my hand. She looked into my eyes. I felt that she wanted to say 

something but was choked by fear. For a long moment she stayed like that, then her 

face cleared and she said to me in almost perfect German: 

"Bite your lip, little brother. . . . Don't cry. Keep' your anger and hatred for 



another day, for later on. The day will come, but not now. . . . Wait. Grit your teeth 

and wait. . . . " 

Many years later, in Paris, I was reading my paper in the Metro. Facing me was a 

very beautiful woman with black hair and dreamy eyes. I had seen those eyes before 

somewhere. It was she. 

"You don't recognize me?" 

"I don't know you." 

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

"Yes. . . ." 

"You used to work in the electrical warehouse. . . . " 

"Yes," she said, somewhat disturbed. And then, after a moment's silence: "Wait a 

minute . . . I do remember. . . . " 

"Idek, the Kapo . . . the little Jewish boy . . . your kind words. . . . " 

We left the Metro together to sit down on the terrace of a cafe. We spent the whole 

evening reminiscing. 

Before I parted from her, I asked her: "May I ask you a question?" 

"I know what it will be—go on." 

"What?" 

"Am I Jewish . . . ? Yes, I am Jewish. From a religious family. During the 

occupation I obtained forged papers and passed myself off as an Aryan. That's how I was 

enlisted in the forced labor groups, and when I was deported to Germany, I escaped 

the concentration camp. At the warehouse, no one knew I could speak German. That 

would have aroused suspicions. Saying those few words to you was risky: but I knew 

you wouldn't give me away. . . . " 
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Another time we had to load Diesel engines onto trains supervised by German soldiers. Idek's 

nerves were on edge. He was restraining himself with great difficulty. Suddenly, his frenzy broke out. 

The victim was my father. 

"You lazy old devil!" Idek began to yell. "Do you call that work?" 

And he began to beat him with an iron bar. At first my father crouched under the blows, then he broke 

in two, like a dry tree struck by lightning, and collapsed. 

I had watched the whole scene without moving. I kept quiet. In fact I was thinking of how to get 

farther away so that I would not be hit myself. What is more, any anger I felt at that moment was 

directed, not against the Kapo, but against my father. I was angry with him, for not knowing how to avoid 

Idek's outbreak. That is what concentration camp life had made of me. 



Franek, the foreman, one day noticed the gold-crowned tooth in my mouth. 

"Give me your crown, kid." 

I told him it was impossible, that I could not eat without it. 

"What do they give you to eat, anyway?" 

I found another answer; the crown had been put down on a list after the medical inspection. This 

could bring trouble on us both. 

"If you don't give me your crown, you'll pay for it even more." 

This sympathetic, intelligent youth was suddenly no longer the same person. His eyes gleamed with 

desire. I told him I had to ask my father's advice. 

"Ask your father, kid. But I want an answer by tomorrow." 

When I spoke to my father about it, he turned pale, was silent a long while, and then said: 
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"No, son, you mustn't do it." 

"He'll take it out on us!" 

"He won't dare." 

But alas, Franek knew where to touch me; he knew my weak point. My father had never done military 

service, and he never succeeded in marching in step. Here, every time we moved from one place to 

another in a body, we marched in strict rhythm. This was Franek's chance to torment my father and to 

thrash him savagely every day. Left, right: punch! Left, right: clout! 

I decided to give my father lessons myself, to teach him to change step, and to keep to the rhythm. 

We began to do exercises in front of our block. I would give the commands: "Left, right!" and my father 

would practice. Some of the prisoners began to laugh at us. 

"Look at this little officer teaching the old chap to march. . . . Hey, general, how many rations 

of bread does the old boy give you for this?" 

But my father's progress was still inadequate, and blows continued to rain down on him. 

"So you still can't march in step, you lazy old devil?" 

These scenes were repeated for two weeks. We could not stand any more. We had to give in. 

When the day came, Franek burst into wild laughter. 

"I knew it, I knew quite well I would win. Better late than never. And because you've made me wait, 

that's going to cost you a ration of bread. A ration of bread for one of my pals, a famous dentist from 

Warsaw, so that he can take your crown out." 

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

Franek grinned. 

"What would you like then? Shall I break your teeth with my fist?" 

That same evening, in the lavatory, the dentist from Warsaw pulled out my crowned tooth, with 



the aid of a rusty spoon. 

Franek grew kinder. Occasionally, he even gave me 
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extra soup. But that did not last long. A fortnight later, aH the Poles were transferred to another camp. I 

had lost my crown for nothing. 

A few days before the Poles left, I had a new experience. 

It was a Sunday morning. Our unit did not need to go to work that day. But all the same Idek would 

not hear of our staying in the camp. We had to go to the warehouse. This sudden enthusiasm for work 

left us stunned. 

At the warehouse, Idek handed us over to Franek, saying, "Do what you like. But do something. If 

not, you'll hear from me. . . . " 

And he disappeared. 

We did not know what to do. Tired of squatting down, we each in turn went for a walk through the 

warehouse, looking for a bit of bread some civilian might have left behind. 

When I came to the back of the building, I heard a noise coming from a little room next door. I 

went up and saw Idek with a young Polish girl, half-naked, on a mattress. Then I understood why 

Idek had refused to let us stay in the camp. Moving a hundred prisoners so that he could lie with a girl! It 

struck me as so funny that I burst out laughing. 

Idek leapt up, turned around, and saw me, while the girl tried to cover up her breasts. I wanted to 

run away, but my legs were glued to the ground. Idek seized me by the throat. 

Speaking in a low voice, he said, "You wait and see, kid. . . . You'll soon find out what leaving 

your work's going to cost you. . . . You're going to pay for this pretty soon. . . . And now, go back to 

your place." 

Half an hour before work usually ended, the Kapo collected together the whole unit. Roll call. 

Nobody knew 
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what had happened. Roll call at this time of day? Here? But I knew. The Kapo gave a short speech. 

"An ordinary prisoner has no right to meddle in other people's affairs. One of you does not seem to 

have understood this. I'm obliged, therefore, to make it very clear to him once and for all." 

I felt the sweat run down my back. 

"A-7713!" 

I came forward. 

"A box!" he ordered. 

They brought him a box. 

"Lie down on it! On your stomach!" 



I obeyed. 

Then I was aware of nothing but the strokes of the whip. 

"One . . . two . . . ," he counted. 

He took his time between each stroke. Only the first ones really hurt me. I could hear him 

counting: 

"Ten . . . eleven . . . " 

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

"Twenty-three . . . " 

Two more, I thought, half conscious. The Kapo waited. 

"Twenty-four . . . twenty-five!" 

It was over. But I did not realize it, for I had fainted. I felt myself come round as a bucket of cold 

water was thrown over me. I was still lying on the box. I could just vaguely make out the wet ground 

surrounding me. Then I heard someone cry out. It must have been the Kapo. I began to distinguish 

the words he was shouting. 

"Get up!" 

I probably made some movement to raise myself, because I felt myself falling back onto the box. 

How I longed to get up! 

"Get up!" he yelled more loudly. 

If only I could have answered him, at least; if only I 
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could have told him that I could not move! But I could not manage to open my lips. 

At Idek's command, two prisoners lifted me up and led me in front of him. 

"Look me in the eye!" 

I looked at him without seeing him. I was thinking of my father. He must have suffered more than 

I did. 

"Listen to me, you bastard!" said Idek, coldly. "That's for your curiosity. You'll get five times more if 

you dare tell anyone what you saw! Understand?" 

I nodded my head, once, ten times. I nodded ceaselessly, as if my head had decided to say yes 

without ever stopping. 

One Sunday, when half of us—including my father —were at work, the rest—including myself— 

were in the block, taking advantage of the chance to stay in bed late in the morning. 

At about ten o'clock, the air-raid sirens began to wail. An alert. The leaders of the block ran to 

assemble us inside, while the SS took refuge in the shelters. As it was relatively easy to escape during a 

warning—the guards left their lookout posts and the electric current was cut off in the barbed-wire 

fences—the SS had orders to kill anyone found outside the blocks. 



Within a few minutes, the camp looked like an abandoned ship. Not a living soul on the paths. 

Near the kitchen, two cauldrons of steaming hot soup had been left, half full. Two cauldrons of soup, right 

in the middle of the path, with no one guarding them! A feast for kings, abandoned, supreme 

temptation! Hundreds of eyes looked at them, sparkling with desire. Two lambs, with a hundred wolves 

lying in wait for them. Two lambs without a shepherd—a gift. But who would dare? 

Terror was stronger than hunger. Suddenly, we saw the door of Block 37 open imperceptibly. A 

man appeared, crawling like a worm in the direction of the cauldrons. 
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Hundreds of eyes followed his movements. Hundreds of men crawled with him, scraping their knees 

with his on the gravel. Every heart trembled, but with envy above all. This man had dared. 

He reached the first cauldron. Hearts raced: he had succeeded. Jealousy consumed us, burned us up 

like straw. We never thought for a moment of admiring him. Poor hero, committing suicide for a 

ration of soup! In our thoughts we were murdering him. 

Stretched out by the cauldron, he was now trying to raise himself up to the edge. Either from 

weakness or fear he stayed there, trying, no doubt, to muster up the last of his strength. At last he 

succeeded in hoisting himself onto the edge of the pot. For a moment, he seemed to be looking at 

himself, seeking his ghostlike reflection in the soup. Then, for no apparent reason, he let out a terrible 

cry, a rattle such as I had never heard before, and, his mouth open, thrust his head toward the still 

steaming liquid. We jumped at the explosion. Falling back onto the ground, his face stained with soup, 

the man writhed for a few seconds at the foot of the cauldron, then he moved no more. 

Then we began to hear the airplanes. Almost at once, the barracks began to shake. 

"They're bombing Buna!" someone shouted. 

I thought of my father. But I was glad all the same. To see the whole works go up in fire—what 

revenge! We had heard so much talk about the defeats of German troops on various fronts, but we did not 

know how much to believe. This, today, was real! 

We were not afraid. And yet, if a bomb had fallen on the blocks, it alone would have claimed 

hundreds of victims on the spot. But we were no longer afraid of death; at any rate, not of that death. 

Every bomb that exploded filled us with joy and gave us new confidence in life. 

The raid lasted over an hour. If it could only have lasted ten times ten hours! . . . Then silence 

fell once more. The last sound of an American plane was lost on the 
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wind, and we found ourselves back again in the cemetery. A great trail of black smoke was rising up on 

the horizon. The sirens began to wail once more. It was the end of the alert. 

Everyone came out of the blocks. We filled our lungs with the fire- and smoke-laden air, and our eyes 

shone with hope. A bomb had fallen in the middle of the camp, near the assembly point, but it had not 



gone off. We had to take it outside the camp. 

The head of the camp, accompanied by his assistant and the chief Kapo, made a tour of inspection 

along the paths. The raid had left traces of terror on his face. 

Right in the middle of the camp lay the body of the man with the soup-stained face, the only 

victim. The cauldrons were taken back into the kitchen. 

The SS had gone back to their lookout posts, behind their machine guns. The interlude was over. 

At the end of an hour, we saw the units come back, in step, as usual. Joyfully, I caught sight of my 

father. 

"Several buildings have been flattened right out," he said, "but the warehouse hasn't suffered." 

In the afternoon we went cheerfully to clear away the ruins. 

A week later, on the way back from work, we noticed in the center of the camp, at the assembly 

place, a black gallows. 

We were told that soup would not be distributed until after roll call. This took longer than usual. The 

orders were given in a sharper manner than on other days, and in the air there were strange undertones. 

"Bare your heads!" yelled the head of the camp, suddenly. 

Ten thousand caps were simultaneously removed. 

"Cover your heads!" 

Ten thousand caps went back onto their skulls, as quick as lightning. 

Night 59 

The gate to the camp opened. An SS section appeared and surrounded us: one SS at 

every three paces. On the lookout towers the machine guns were trained on the 

assembly place. 

"They fear trouble," whispered Juliek. 

Two SS men had gone to the cells. They came back with the condemned man 

between them. He was a youth from Warsaw. He had three years of concentration camp 

life behind him. He was a strong, well-built boy, a giant in comparison with me. 

His back to the gallows, his face turned toward his judge, who was the head of the 

camp, the boy was pale, but seemed more moved than afraid. His manacled hands did 

not tremble. His eyes gazed coldly at the hundreds of SS guards, the thousands of 

prisoners who surrounded him. 

The head of the camp began to read his verdict, hammering out each phrase: 

"In the name of Himmler . . . prisoner Number . . . stole during the alert. . . . 

According to the law . . . paragraph . . . prisoner Number . . . is condemned to 

death. May this be a warning and an example to all prisoners." 

No one moved. 



I could hear my heart beating. The thousands who had died daily at Auschwitz and at 

Birkenau in the crematory ovens no longer troubled me. But this one, leaning against his 

gallows—he overwhelmed me. 

"Do you think this ceremony'll be over soon? I'm hungry. . . . " whispered Juliek. 

At a sign from the head of the camp, the Lagerkapo advanced toward the 

condemned man. Two prisoners helped him in his task—for two plates of soup. 

The Kapo wanted to bandage the victim's eyes, but he refused. 

After a long moment of waiting, the executioner put the rope round his neck. He 

was on the point of motioning to his assistants to draw the chair away from the 

prisoner's feet, when the latter cried, in a calm, strong voice: 
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"Long live liberty! A curse upon Germany! A curse . . . ! A cur—" 

The executioners had completed their task. 

A command cleft the air like a sword. 

"Bare your heads." 

Ten thousand prisoners paid their last respects. 

"Cover your heads!" 

Then the whole camp, block after block, had to march past the hanged man and stare at the dimmed 

eyes, the lolling tongue of death. The Kapos and heads of each block forced everyone to look him full in 

the face. 

After the march, we were given permission to return to the blocks for our meal. 

I remember that I found the soup excellent that evening. . . . 

I witnessed other hangings. I never saw a single one of the victims weep. For a long time those 

dried-up bodies had forgotten the bitter taste of tears. 

Except once. The Oberkapo of the fifty-second cable unit was a Dutchman, a giant, well over six 

feet. Seven hundred prisoners worked under his orders, and they all loved him like a brother. No one 

had ever received a blow at his hands, nor an insult from his lips. 

He had a young boy under him, a pipel, as they were called—a child with a refined and beautiful 

face, unheard of in this camp. 

(At Buna, the pipel were loathed; they were often crueller than adults. I once saw one of thirteen 

beating his father because the latter had not made his bed properly. The old man was crying softly 

while the boy shouted: "If you don't stop crying at once I shan't bring you any more bread. Do you 

understand?" But the Dutchman's little servant was loved by all. He had the face of a sad angel.) 

One day, the electric power station at Buna was blown up. The Gestapo, summoned to the spot, 

suspected sabotage. They found a trail. It eventually led to the Dutch 
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Oberkapo. And there, after a search, they found an important stock of arms. 

The Oberkapo was arrested immediately. He was tortured for a period of weeks, but in vain. He 

would not give a single name. He was transferred to Auschwitz. We never heard of him again. 

But his little servant had been left behind in the camp in prison. Also put to torture, he too would not 

speak. Then the SS sentenced him to death, with two other prisoners who had been discovered with 

arms. 

One day when we came back from work, we saw three gallows rearing up in the assembly place, 

three black crows. Roll call. SS all round us, machine guns trained: the traditional ceremony. Three 

victims in chains—and one of them, the little servant, the sad-eyed angel. 

The SS seemed more preoccupied, more disturbed than usual. To hang a young boy in front of 

thousands of spectators was no light matter. The head of the camp read the verdict. All eyes were on the 

child. He was lividly pale, almost calm, biting his lips. The gallows threw its shadow over him. 

This time the Lagerkapo refused to act as executioner. Three SS replaced him. 

The three victims mounted together onto the chairs. 

The three necks were placed at the same moment within the nooses. 

"Long live liberty!" cried the two adults. 

But the child was silent. 

"Where is God? Where is He?" someone behind me asked. 

At a sign from the head of the camp, the three chairs tipped over. 

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

"Bare your heads!" yelled the head of the camp. His voice was raucous. We were weeping. 

"Cover your heads!" 

Then the march past began. The two adults were no 
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longer alive. Their tongues hung swollen, blue-tinged. But the third rope was still moving; being so light, 

the child was still alive. . . . 

For more than half an hour he stayed there, struggling between life and death, dying in slow agony 

under our eyes. And we had to look him full in the face. He was still alive when I passed in front of him. 

His tongue was still red, his eyes were not yet glazed. 

Behind me, I heard the same man asking: 

"Where is God now?" 

And I heard a voice within me answer him: 

"Where is He? Here He is—He is hanging here on this gallows. . . . " 

That night the soup tasted of corpses. 



The summer was coming to an end. The Jewish year was nearly over. 

On the eve of Rosh Hashanah, the last day of that accursed year, the whole camp was electric 

with the tension which was in all our hearts. In spite of everything, this day was different from any other. 

The last day of the year. The word "last" rang very strangely. What if it were indeed the last day? 

They gave us our evening meal, a very thick soup, but no one touched it. We wanted, to wait until after 

prayers. At the place of assembly, surrounded by the electrified barbed wire, thousands of silent Jews 

gathered, their faces stricken. 

Night was falling. Other prisoners continued to crowd in, from every block, able suddenly to 

conquer time and space and submit both to their will. 

"What are You, my God," I thought angrily, "compared to this afflicted crowd, proclaiming to You 

their faith, their anger, their revolt? What does Your greatness mean, Lord of the universe, in the face of 

all this weakness, this decomposition, and this decay? Why do You still trouble their sick minds, their 

crippled bodies?" 

Ten thousand men had come to attend the solemn service, heads of the blocks, Kapos, functionaries 

of death. "Bless the Eternal. . . . " 
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The voice of the officiant had just made itself heard. I thought at first it was the wind. 

"Blessed be the Name of the Eternal!" 

Thousands of voices repeated the benediction; thousands of men prostrated themselves like trees 

before a tempest. 

"Blessed be the Name of the Eternal!" 

Why, but why should I bless Him? In every fiber I rebelled. Because He had had thousands of 

children burned in His pits? Because He kept six crematories working night and day, on Sundays and 

feast days? Because in His great might He had created Auschwitz, Birkenau, Buna, and so many factories 

of death? How could I say to Him: "Blessed art Thou, Eternal, Master of the Universe, Who chose us 

from among the races to be tortured day and night, to see our fathers, our mothers, our brothers, end in 

the crematory? Praised be Thy Holy Name, Thou Who hast chosen us to be butchered on Thine altar?" 

I heard the voice of the officiant rising up, powerful yet at the same time broken, amid the tears, sobs, 

the sighs of the whole congregation: 

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

He kept stopping every moment, as though he did not have the strength to find the meaning beneath 

the words. The melody choked in his throat. 

And I, mystic that I had been, I thought: 

"Yes, man is very strong, greater than God. When You were deceived by Adam and Eve, You drove 



them out of Paradise. When Noah's generation displeased You, You brought down the Flood. When 

Sodom no longer found favor in Your eyes, You made the sky rain down fire and sulphur. But these men 

here, whom You have betrayed, whom You have allowed to be tortured, butchered, gassed, burned, what 

do they do? They pray before You! They praise Your name!" 

"All creation bears witness to the Greatness of God!" 

Once, New Year's Day had dominated my life. I knew that my sins grieved the Eternal; I implored 

his forgiveNight 
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ness. Once, I had believed profoundly that upon one solitary deed of mine, one solitary prayer, 

depended the salvation of the world. 

This day I had ceased to plead. I was no longer capable of lamentation. On the contrary, I felt very 

strong. I was the accuser, God the accused. My eyes were open and I was alone—terribly alone in a 

world without God and without man. Without love or mercy. I had ceased to be anything but ashes, yet I 

felt myself to be stronger than the Almighty, to whom my life had been tied for so long. I stood amid 

that praying congregation, observing it like a stranger. 

The service ended with the Kaddish. Everyone recited the Kaddish over his parents, over his 

children, over his brothers, and over himself. 

We stayed for a long time at the assembly place. No one dared to drag himself away from this 

mirage. Then it was time to go to bed and slowly the prisoners made their way over to their blocks. I 

heard people wishing one another a Happy New Year! 

I ran off to look for my father. And at the same time I was afraid of having to wish him a Happy New 

Year when I no longer believed in it. 

He was standing near the wall, bowed down, his shoulders sagging as though beneath a heavy 

burden. I went up to him, took his hand and kissed it. A tear fell upon it. Whose was that tear? Mine? His? 

I said nothing. Nor did he. We had never understood one another so clearly. 

The sound of the bell jolted us back to reality. We must go to bed. We came back from far away. I 

raised my eyes to look at my father's face leaning over mine, to try to discover a smile or something 

resembling one upon the aged, dried-up countenance. Nothing. Not the shadow of an expression. 

Beaten. 

Yom Kippur. The Day of Atonement. 

Should we fast? The question was hotly debated. To 
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fast would mean a surer, swifter death. We fasted here the whole year round. The whole year was Yom 

Kippur. But others said that we should fast simply because it was dangerous to do so. We should show 

God that even here, in this enclosed hell, we were capable of singing His praises. 



I did not fast, mainly to please my father, who had forbidden me to do so. But further, there was no 

longer any reason why I should fast. I no longer accepted God's silence. As I swallowed my bowl of 

soup, I saw in the gesture an act of rebellion and protest against Him. 

And I nibbled my crust of bread. 

In the depths of my heart, I felt a gread void. 

The SS gave us a fine New Year's gift. 

We had just come back from work. As soon as we had passed through the door of the camp, we 

sensed something different in the air. Roll call did not take so long as usual. The evening soup was given 

out with great speed and swallowed down at once in anguish. 

I was no longer in the same block as my father. I had been transferred to another unit, the building 

one, where, twelve hours a day, I had to drag heavy blocks of stone about. The head of my new block 

was a German Jew, small of stature, with piercing eyes. He told us that evening that no one would be 

allowed to go out after the evening soup. And soon a terrible word was circulating—selection. 

We knew what that meant. An SS man would examine us. Whenever he found a weak one, a 

musulman as we called them, he would write his number down: good for the crematory. 

After soup, we gathered together between the beds. The veterans said: 

"You're lucky to have been brought here so late. This camp is paradise today, compared with what it 

was like two years ago. Buna was a real hell then. There was no water, no blankets, less soup and bread. 

At night we slept almost naked, and it was below thirty degrees. The corpses were 
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collected in hundreds every day. The work was hard. Today, this is a little paradise. The Kapos had 

orders to kill a certain number of prisoners every day. And every week —selection. A merciless 

selection. . . . Yes, you're lucky." 

"Stop it! Be quiet!" I begged. "You can tell your stories tomorrow or on some other day." v 

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

"Are you scared? So were we scared. And there was plenty to be scared of in those days." 

The old men stayed in their corner, dumb, motionless, haunted. Some were praying. 

An hour's delay. In an hour, we should know the verdict—death or a reprieve. 

And my father? Suddenly I remembered him. How would he pass the selection? He had aged so 

much. . . . 

The head of our block had never been outside concentration camps since 1933. He had already been 

through all the slaughterhouses, all the factories of death. At about nine o'clock, he took up his position 

in our midst: 

"Achtung!" 

There was instant silence. 



"Listen carefully to what I am going to say." (For the first time, I heard his voice quiver.) "In a few 

moments the selection will begin. You must get completely undressed. Then one by one you go before 

the SS doctors. I hope you will all succeed in getting through. But you must help your own chances. 

Before you go into the next room, move about in some way so that you give yourselves a little color. 

Don't walk slowly, run! Run as if the devil were after you! Don't look at the SS^ Run, straight in front of 

you!" 

He broke off for a moment, then added: 

"And, the essential thing, don't be afraid!" 

Here was a piece of advice we should have liked very much to be able to follow. 
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I got undressed, leaving my clothes on the bed. There was no danger of anyone stealing them this 

evening. 

Tibi and Yossi, who had changed their unit at the same time as I had, came up to me and said: 

"Let's keep together. We shall be stronger." 

Yossi was murmuring something between his teeth. He must have been praying. I had never realized 

that Yossi was a believer. I had even always thought the reverse. Tibi was silent, very pale. All the 

prisoners in the block stood naked between the beds. This must be how one stands at the last judgment. 

"They're coming!" 

There were three SS officers standing round the notorious Dr. Mengele, who had received us at 

Birkenau. The head of the block, with an attempt at a smile, asked us: 

"Ready?" 

Yes, we were ready. So were the SS doctors. Dr. Mengele was holding a list in his hand: our 

numbers. He made a sign to the head of the block: "We can begin!" As if this were a game! 

The first to go by were the "officials" of the block: Stubenaelteste, Kapos, foremen, all in perfect 

physical condition of course! Then came the ordinary prisoners' turn. Dr. Mengele took stock of them 

from head to foot. Every now and then, he wrote a number down. One single thought filled my mind: not 

to let my number be taken; not to show my left arm. 

There were only Tibi and Yossi in front of me. They passed. I had time to notice that Mengele had 

not written their numbers down. Someone pushed me. It was my turn. I ran without looking back. My 

head was spinning: you're too thin, you're weak, you're too thin, you're good for the furnace. . . . The 

race seemed interminable. I thought I had been running for years. . . . You're too thin, you're too weak. 

. . . At last I had arrived exhausted. When I regained my breath, I questioned Yossi and Tibi: 

"Was I written down?" 

"No," said Yossi. He added, smiling: "In any case, he 
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couldn't have written you down, you were running too fast. . . . " 

I began to laugh. I was glad. I would have liked to kiss him. At that moment, what did the others 

matter! I hadn't been written down. 

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

weeping in silence. 

The SS officers went away. The head of the block appeared, his face reflecting the general 

weariness. 

"Everything went off all right. Don't worry. Nothing is going to happen to anyone. To anyone." 

Again he tried to smile. A poor, emaciated, dried-up Jew questioned him avidly in a trembling 

voice: 

"But . . . but, Blockaelteste, they did write me down!" 

The head of the block let his anger break out. What! Did someone refuse to believe him! 

"What's the matter now? Am I telling lies then? I tell you once and for all, nothing's going to happen 

to you! To anyone! You're wallowing in your own despair, you fool!" 

The bell rang, a signal that the selection had been completed throughout the camp. 

With all my might I began to run to Block 36. I met my father on the way. He came up to me: 

"Well? So you passed?" 

"Yes. And you?" 

"Me too." 

How we breathed again, now! My father had brought me a present—half a ration of bread obtained 

in exchange for a piece of rubber, found at the warehouse, which would do to sole a shoe. 

The bell. Already we must separate, go to bed. Everything was regulated by the bell. It gave me 

orders, and I automatically obeyed them. I hated it. Whenever I 
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dreamed of a better world, I could only imagine a universe with no bells. 

Several days had elasped. We no longer thought about the selection. We went to work as usual, 

loading heavy stones into railway wagons. Rations had become more meager: this was the only change. 

We had risen before dawn, as on every day. We had received the black coffee, the ration of bread. 

We were about to set out for the yard as usual. The head of the block arrived, running. 

"Silence for a moment. I have a list of numbers here. I'm going to read them to you. Those whose 

numbers I call won't be going to work this morning; they'll stay behind in the camp." 

And, in a soft voice, he read out about ten numbers. We had understood. These were numbers 

chosen at the selection. Dr. Mengele had not forgotten. 

The head of the block went toward his room. Ten prisoners surrounded him, hanging onto his 

clothes: 



"Save us! You promised . . . ! We want to go to the yard. We're strong enough to work. We're good 

workers. We can . . . we will. . . . " 

He tried to calm them, to reassure them about their fate, to explain to them that the fact that they 

were staying behind in the camp did not mean much, had no tragic significance. 

"After all, I stay here myself every day," he added. 

It was a somewhat feeble argument. He realized it, and without another word went and shut 

himself up in his room. 

The bell had just rung. 

"Form up!" 

It scarcely mattered now that the work was hard. The essential thing was to be as far away as possible 

from the block, from the crucible of death, from the center of hell. 
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I saw my father running toward me. I became frightened all of a sudden. 

"What's the matter?" 

Out of breath, he could hardly open his mouth. 

"Me, too . . . me, too . . . ! They told me to stay behind in the camp." 

They had written down his number without his being aware of it. 

"What will happen?" I asked in anguish. 

But it was he who tried to reassure me. 

"It isn't certain yet. There's still a chance of escape. They're going to do another 

selection today . . . a decisive selection." 

I was silent. 

He felt that his time was short. He spoke quickly. He would have liked to say so 

many things. His speech grew confused; his voice choked. He knew that I would have to 

go in a few moments. He would have to stay behind alone, so very alone. 

"Look, take this knife," he said to me. "I don't need it any longer. It might be useful 

to you. And take this spoon as well. Don't sell them. Quickly! Go on. Take what I'm 

giving you!" 

The inheritance. 

"Don't talk like that, Father." (I felt that I would break into sobs.) "I don't want you 

to say that. Keep the spoon and knife. You need them as much as I do. We shall see 

each other again this evening, after work." 

He looked at me with his tired eyes, veiled with despair. He went on: 

"I'm asking this of you. . . . Take them. Do as I ask, my son. We have no time. . . . 

Do as your father asks." 



Our Kapo yelled that we should start. 

The unit set out toward the camp gate. Left, right! I bit my lips. My father had stayed 

by the block, leaning against the wall. Then he began to run, to catch up with us. 

Perhaps he had forgotten something he wanted to say to 
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me. . . . But we were marching too quickly . . . Left, right! 

We were already at the gate. They counted us, to the din of military music. We were outside. 

The whole day, I wandered about as if sleepwalking. Now and then Tibi and Yossi would throw me a 

brotherly word. The Kapo, too, tried to reassure me. He had given me easier work today. I felt sick at 

heart. How well they were treating me! Like an orphan! I thought: even now, my father is still helping 

me. 

I did not know myself what I wanted—for the day to pass quickly or not. I was afraid of finding myself 

alone that night. How good it would be to die here! 

At last we began the return journey. How I longed for orders to run! 

The military march. The gate. The camp. 

I ran to Block 36. 

Were there still miracles on this earth? He was alive. He had escaped the second selection. He had 

been able to prove that he was still useful. . . . I gave him back his knife and spoon. 

Akiba Drumer left us, a victim of the selection. Lately, he had wandered among us, his eyes glazed, 

telling everyone of his weakness: "I can't go on . . . It's all over. . . ." It was impossible to raise his 

morale. He didn't listen to what we told him. He could only repeat that all was over for him, that he could 

no longer keep up the struggle, that he had no strength left, nor faith. Suddenly his eyes would become 

blank, nothing but two open wounds, two pits of terror. 

He was not the only one to lose his faith during those selection days. I knew a rabbi from a little town 

in Poland, a bent old man, whose lips were always trembling. He used to pray all the time, in the block, 

in the yard, in the ranks. 
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He would recite whole pages of the Talmud from memory, argue with himself, ask himself questions 

and answer himself. And one day he said to me: "It's the end. God is no longer with us." 

And, as though he had repented of having spoken such words, so clipped, so cold, he added in his 

faint voice: 

"I know. One has no right to say things like that. I know. Man is too small, too humble and 

inconsiderable to seek to understand the mysterious ways of God. But what can I do? I'm not a sage, one 

of the elect, nor a saint. I'm just an ordinary creature of flesh and blood. I've got eyes, too, and I can see 

what they're doing here. Where is the divine Mercy? Where is God? How can I believe, how could 



anyone believe, in this merciful God?" 

Poor Akiba Drumer, if he could have gone on believing in God, if he could have seen a proof of God 

in this Calvary, he would not have been taken by the selection. But as soon as he felt the first cracks 

forming in his faith, he had lost his reason for struggling and had begun to die. 

When the selection came, he was condemned in advance, offering his own neck to the 

executioner. All he asked of us was: 

"In three days I shall no longer be here. . . . Say the Kaddish for me." 

We promised him. In three days' time, when we saw the smoke rising from the chimney, we would 

think of him. Ten of us would gather together and hold a special service. All his friends would say the 

Kaddish. 

Then he went off toward the hospital, his step steadier, not looking back. An ambulance was 

waiting to take him to Birkenau. 

These were terrible days. We received more blows than food; we were crushed with work. And 

three days after he had gone we forgot to say the Kaddish. 

Winter had come. The days were short, and the nights had become almost unbearable. In the first 

hours of dawn, 

74 Elie Wiesel 

the icy wind cut us like a whip. We were given winter clothes—slightly thicker striped shirts. The 

veterans found in this a new source of derision. 

"Now you'll really be getting a taste of the camp!" 

We left for work as usual, our bodies frozen. The stones were so cold that it seemed as though our 

hands would be glued to them if we touched them. But you get used to anything. 

On Christmas and New Year's Day, there was no work. 

We were allowed a slightly thicker soup. 

Toward the middle of January, my right foot began to swell because of the cold. I was unable to put 

it on the ground. I went to have it examined. The doctor, a great Jewish doctor, a prisoner like ourselves, 

was quite definite: I must have an operation! If we waited, the toes—and perhaps the whole leg— 

would have to be amputated. 

This was the last straw! But I had no choice. The doctor had decided on an operation, and there 

was no discussing it. I was even glad that it was he who had made the decision. 

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

The hospital was not bad at all. We were given good bread and thicker soup. No more bell. No more 

roll call. No more work. Now and then I was able to send a bit of bread to my father. 

Near me lay a Hungarian Jew who had been struck down with dysentery—skin and bone, with 

dead eyes. I could only hear his voice; it was the sole indication that he was alive. Where did he get the 



strength to talk? 

"You mustn't rejoice too soon, my boy. There's selection here too. More often than outside. Germany 

doesn't need sick Jews. Germany doesn't need me. When the next transport comes, you'll have a new 

neighbor. So listen to me, and take my advice: get out of the hospital before the next selection!" 

These words which came from under the ground, from 
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a faceless shape, filled me with terror. It was indeed true that the hospital was very small and that if new 

invalids arrived in the next few days, room would have to be found for them. 

But perhaps my faceless neighbor, fearing that he would be among the first victims, simply wanted 

to drive me away, to free my bed in order to give himself a chance to survive. Perhaps he just wanted to 

frighten me. Yet, what if he were telling the truth? I decided to await events. 

The doctor came to tell me that the operation would be the next day. 

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

At ten o'clock in the morning, they took me into the operating room. "My" doctor was there. I took 

comfort from this. I felt that nothing serious could happen while he was there. There was balm in every 

word he spoke, and every glance he gave me held a message of hope. 

"It will hurt you a bit," he said, "but that will pass. Grit your teeth." 

The operation lasted an hour. They had not put me to sleep. I kept my eyes fixed upon my doctor. 

Then I felt myself go under. . . . 

When I came round, opening my eyes, I could see nothing at first but a great whiteness, my sheets; 

then I noticed the face of my doctor, bending over me: 

"Everything went off well. You're brave, my boy. Now you're going to stay here for two weeks, rest 

comfortably, and it will be over. You'll eat well, and relax your body and your nerves." 

I could only follow the movements of his lips. I scarcely understood what he was saying, but the 

murmur of his voice did me good. Suddenly a cold sweat broke out on my forehead. I could not feel my 

leg! Had they amputated it? 

"Doctor," I stammered. "Doctor . . . ?" 
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"What's the matter, son?" 

I lacked the courage to ask him the question. 

"Doctor, I'm thirsty . . . " 

He had water brought to me. He was smiling. He was getting ready to go and visit the other 

patients. 

"Doctor?" 

"What?" 



"Shall I still be able to use my leg?" 

He was no longer smiling. I was very frightened. He said: 

"Do you trust me, my boy?" 

"I trust you absolutely, Doctor." 

"Well then, listen to me. You'll be completely recovered in a fortnight. You'll be able to walk like 

anyone else. The sole of your foot was all full of pus. We just had to open the swelling. You haven't had 

your leg amputated. You'll see. In a fortnight's time you'll be walking about like everyone else." 

I had only a fortnight to wait. 

Two days after my operation, there was a rumor going round the camp that the front had suddenly 

drawn nearer. The Red Army, they said, was advancing on Buna; it was only a matter of hours now. 

We were already accustomed to rumors of this kind. It was not the first time a false prophet had 

foretold to us peace-on-earth, negotiations-with-the-Red-Cross-for-our-release, or other false rumors. . . . 

And often we believed them. It was an injection of morphine. 

But this time these prophecies seemed more solid. During these last few nights, we had heard the 

guns in the distance. 

My neighbor, the faceless one, said: 

"Don't let yourself be fooled with illusions. Hitler has made it very clear that he will annihilate all the 

Jews before the clock strikes twelve, before they can hear the last stroke." 
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I burst out: 

"What does it matter to you? Do we have to regard Hitler as a prophet?" 

His glazed, faded eyes looked at me. At last he said in a weary voice: 

"I've got more faith in Hitler than in anyone else. He's the only one who's kept his promises, all his 

promises, to the Jewish people." 

At four o'clock on the afternoon of the same day, as usual the bell summoned all the heads of the 

blocks to go and report. 

They came back shattered. They could only just open their lips enough to say the word: evacuation. 

The camp was to be emptied, and we were to be sent farther back. Where to? To somewhere right in the 

depths of Germany, to other camps; there was no shortage of them. 

"When?" 

"Tomorrow evening." 

"Perhaps the Russians will arrive first." 

"Perhaps." 

We knew perfectly well that they would not. 

The camp had become a hive. People ran about, shouting at one another. In all the blocks, 



preparations for the journey were going on. I had forgotten about my bad foot. A doctor came into the 

room and announced: 

"Tomorrow, immediately after nightfall, the camp will set out. Block after block. Patients will stay 

in the infirmary. They will not be evacuated." 

This news made us think. Were the SS going to leave hundreds of prisoners to strut about in the 

hospital blocks, waiting for their liberators? Were they going to let the Jews hear the twelfth stroke 

sound? Obviously not. 

"All the invalids will be summarily killed," said the faceless one. "And sent to the crematory in a 

final batch." 
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"The camp is certain to be mined," said another. "The moment the evacuation's over, it'll blow up." 

As for me, I was not thinking about death, but I did not want to be separated from my father. We 

had already suffered so much, borne so much together; this was not the time to be separated. 

I ran outside to look for him. The snow was thick, and the windows of the blocks were veiled with 

frost. One shoe in my hand, because it would not go onto my right foot, I ran on, feeling neither pain nor 

cold. 

"What shall we do?" 

My father did not answer. 

"What shall we do, father?" 

He was lost in thought. The choice was in our hands. For once we could decide our fate for ourselves. 

We could both stay in the hospital, where I could, thanks to my doctor, get him entered as a patient or 

a nurse. Or else we could follow the others. 

"Well, what shall we do, father?" 

He was silent. 

"Let's be evacuated with the others," I said to him. 

He did not answer. He looked at my foot. 

"Do you think you can walk?" 

"Yes, I think so." 

"Let's hope that we shan't regret it, Eliezer." 

I learned after the war the fate of those who had stayed behind in the hospital. They were quite simply 

liberated by the Russians two days after the evacuation. 

I did not go back to the hospital again. I returned to my block. My wound was open and bleeding; 

the snow had grown red where I had trodden. 

The head of the block gave out double rations of bread and margarine, for the journey. We could 

take as many shirts and other clothes as we liked from the store. 
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It was cold. We got into bed. 

The last night in Buna. Yet another last night. The last night at home, the last night in the ghetto, the 

last night in the train, and, now, the last night in Buna. How much longer were our lives to be 

dragged out from one "last night" to another? 

I did not sleep at all. Through the frosted panes bursts of red light could be seen. Cannon shots split 

the nighttime silence. How close the Russians were! Between them and us—one night, our last night. 

There was whispering from one bed to another: with luck the Russians would be here before the 

evacuation. Hope revived again. 

Someone shouted: 

"Try and sleep. Gather your strength for the journey." 

This reminded me of my mother's last words of advice in the ghetto. 

But I could not sleep. My foot felt as if it were burning. 

In the morning, the face of the camp had changed. Prisoners appeared in strange outfits: it was like a 

masquerade. Everyone had put on several garments, one on top of the other, in order to keep out the 

cold. Poor mountebanks, wider than they were tall, more dead than alive; poor clowns, their ghostlike 

faces emerging from piles of prison clothes! Buffoons! 

I tried to find a shoe that was too large. In vain. I tore up a blanket and wrapped my wounded foot in 

it. Then I went wandering through the camp, looking for a little more bread and a few potatoes. 

Some said we were being taken to Czechoslovakia. No, to Gros-Rosen. No, to Gleiwitz. No, to. . . . 

Two o'clock in the afternoon. The snow was still coming down thickly. 

The time was passing quickly now. Dusk had fallen. The day was disappearing in a monochrome of 

gray. 

The head of the block suddenly remembered that he 
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had forgotten to clean out the block. He ordered four prisoners to wash the wooden 

floor. . . . An hour before leaving the camp! Why? For whom? 

"For the liberating army," he cried. "So that they'll realize there were men living 

here and not pigs." 

Were we men then? The block was cleaned from top to bottom, washed in every 

corner. 

At six o'clock the bell rang. The death knell. The burial. The procession was about 

to begin its march. 

"Form up! Quickly!" 

In a few moments we were all in rows, by blocks. Night had fallen. Everything was 



in order, according to the prearranged plan. 

The searchlights came on. Hundreds of armed SS men rose up out of the darkness, 

accompanied by sheepdogs. The snow never ceased. 

The gates of the camp opened. It seemed that an even darker night was waiting for 

us on the other side. 

The first blocks began to march. We waited. We had to wait for the departure of the 

fifty-six blocks who came before us. It was very cold. In my pocket I had two pieces of 

bread. With how much pleasure could I have eaten them! But I was not allowed to. 

Not yet. 

Our turn was coming: Block 53 . . . Block 55 . . . 

Block 57, forward march! 

It snowed relentlessly. 

An icy wind blew in violent gusts. But we marched without faltering. 

The SS made us increase our pace. "Faster, you swine, you filthy sons of bitches!" Why not? The 

movement warmed us up a little. The blood flowed more easily in our veins. One felt oneself reviving. . 

. . 

"Faster, you filthy sons of bitches!" We were no longer marching; we were running. Like automatons. 

The SS were running too, their weapons in their hands. We looked as though we were fleeing before 

them. 

Pitch darkness. Every now and then, an explosion in the night. They had orders to fire on any who 

could not keep up. Their fingers on the triggers, they did not deprive themselves of this pleasure. If one 

of us stopped for a second, a sharp shot finished off another filthy son of a bitch. 

I was putting one foot in front of the other mechanically. I was dragging with me this skeletal body 

which weighed so much. If only I could have got rid of it! In spite of my efforts not to think about it, I 

could feel myself as two entities—my body and me. I hated it. 

I repeated to myself: "Don't think. Don't stop. Run." 

Near me, men were collapsing in the dirty snow. Shots. 

At my side marched a young Polish lad called Zalman. He had been working in the electrical 

warehouse at Buna. They had laughed at him because he was always praying or 
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meditating on some problem of the Talmud. It was his way of escaping from reality, of not feeling the 

blows. . . . 

He was suddenly seized with cramp in the stomach. "I've got stomach ache," he whispered to me. 

He could not go on. He had to stop for a moment. I begged him: 



"Wait a bit, Zalinan. We shall all be stopping soon. We're not going to run like this till the end of 

the world." 

But as he ran he began to undo his buttons, crying: 

"I can't go on any longer. My stomach's bursting. . . ." 

"Make an effort, Zalman. . . . Try. . . . " 

"I can't. . . ."he groaned. 

His trousers lowered, he let himself sink down. 

That is the last picture I have of him. I do not think it can have been the SS who finished him, 

because no one had noticed. He must have been trampled to death beneath the feet of the thousands of 

men who followed us. 

I quickly forgot him. I began to think of myself again. Because of my painful foot, a shudder went 

through me at each step. "A few more yards," I thought. "A few more yards, and that will be the end. I 

shall fall. A spurt of red flame. A shot." Death wrapped itself around me till I was stifled. It stuck to me. 

I felt that I could touch it. The idea of dying, of no longer being, began to fascinate me. Not to exist any 

longer. Not to feel the horrible pains in my foot. Not to feel anything, neither weariness, nor cold, nor 

anything. To break the ranks, to let oneself slide to the edge of the road. . . . 

My father's presence was the only thing that stopped me. . . . He was running at my side, out of 

breath, at the end of his strength, at his wit's end. I had no right to let myself die. What would he do 

without me? I was his only support. 

These thoughts had taken up a brief space of time, during which I had gone on running without 

feeling my throbbing foot, without realizing that I was running, without being conscious that I owned a 

body galloping there on the road in the midst of so many thousands of others. 
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When I came to myself again, I tried to slacken the pace. But there was no way. A great tidal 

wave of men came rolling onward and would have crushed me like an ant. 

I was simply walking in my sleep. I managed to close my eyes and to run like that while asleep. Now 

and then, someone would push me violently from behind, and I would wake up. The other would shout: 

"Run faster. If you don't want to go on, let other people come past." All I had to do was to close my eyes 

for a second to see a whole world passing by, to dream a whole lifetime. 

An endless road. Letting oneself be pushed by the mob; letting oneself be dragged along by a 

blind destiny. When the SS became tired, they were changed. But no one changed us. Our limbs numb 

with cold despite the running, our throats parched, famished, breathless, on we went. 

We were masters of nature, masters of the world. We had forgotten everything—death, fatigue, 

our natural needs. Stronger than cold or hunger, stronger than the shots and the desire to die, 

condemned and wandering, mere numbers, we were the only men on earth. 



At last, the morning star appeared in the gray sky. A trail of indeterminate light showed on the 

horizon. We were exhausted. We were without strength, without illusions. 

The commandant announced that we had already covered forty-two miles since we left. It was a 

long time since we had passed beyond the limits of fatigue. Our legs were moving mechanically, in spite 

of us, without us. 

We went through a deserted village. Not a living soul. Not the bark of a dog. Houses with gaping 

windows. A few slipped out of the ranks to try and hide in some deserted building. 

Still one hour's marching more, and at last came the order to rest. 

We sank down as one man in the snow. My father shook me. 
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"Not here. . . . Get up. . . . A little farther on. There's a shed over there . . . 

come on." 

I had neither the will nor the strength to get up. Nevertheless I obeyed. It was not 

a shed, but a brick factory with a caved-in roof, broken windows, walls filthy with soot. 

It was not easy to get in. Hundreds of prisoners were crowding at the door. 

We at last succeeded in getting inside. There too the snow was thick. I let myself 

sink down. It was only then that I really felt my weariness. The snow was like a carpet, 

very gentle, very warm. I fell asleep. 

I do not know how long I slept. A few moments or an hour. When I woke up, a frozen 

hand was patting my cheeks. I forced myself to open my eyes. It was my father. . How 

old he had grown since the night before! His body was completely twisted, shriveled up 

into itself. His eyes were petrified, his lips withered, decayed. Everything about him bore 

witness to extreme exhaustion. His voice was damp with tears and snow: 

"Don't let yourself be overcome by sleep, Eliezer. It's dangerous to fall asleep in the 

snow. You might sleep for good. Come on, come on. Get up." 

Get up? How could I? How could I get myself out of this fluffy bed? I could hear 

what my father said, but it seemed empty of meaning, as though he had told me to lift up 

the whole building in my arms. . . . 

"Come on, son, come on. . . . " 

I got up, gritting my teeth. Supporting me with his arm, he led me outside. It was 

far from easy. It was as difficult to go out as to get in. Under our feet were men crushed, 

trampled underfoot, dying. No one paid any attention. 

We were outside. The icy wind stung my face. I bit my lips continually to prevent 

them from freezing. Around me everything was dancing a dance of death. It made my 

head reel. I was walking in a cemetery, among stiffened corpses, logs of wood. Not a cry 



of distress, not a groan, nothing but 

Night 85 

a mass agony, in silence. No one asked anyone else for help. You died because you had to die. There 

was no fuss. 

In every stiffened corpse I saw myself. And soon I should not even see them; I should be one of 

them—a matter of hours. 

"Come on, father, let's go back to the shed. . . . " 

He did not answer. He was not looking at the dead. 

"Come on, father, it's better over there. We can lie down a bit, one after the other. I'll watch over 

you, and then you can watch over me. We won't let each other fall asleep. We'll look after each other." 

He agreed. Trampling over living bodies and corpses, we managed to re-enter the shed. Here we let 

ourselves sink down. 

"Don't be afraid, son. Sleep—you can sleep. I'll look after you myself." 

"No, you first, father. Go to sleep." 

He refused. I lay down and tried to force myself to sleep, to doze a little, but in vain. God knows 

what I would not have given for a few moments of sleep. But, deep down, I felt that to sleep would 

mean to die. And something within me revolted against this death. All round me death was moving in, 

silently, without violence. It would seize upon some sleeping being, enter into him, and consume him 

bit by bit. Next to me there was someone trying to wake up his neighbor, his brother, perhaps, or a 

friend. In vain. Discouraged in the attempt, the man lay down in his turn, next to the corpse, and slept 

too. Who was there to wake him up? Stretching out an arm, I touched him: 

"Wake up. You mustn't sleep here. . . . " 

He half opened his eyes. 

"No advice," he said in a faint voice. "I'm tired. Leave me alone. Leave me." 

My father, too, was gently dozing. I could not see his eyes. His cap had fallen over his face. 

"Wake up," I whispered in his ear. 

He started up. He sat up and looked round him, 
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bewildered, stupefied—a bereaved stare. He stared all round him in a circle as though he had suddenly 

decided to draw up an inventory of his universe, to find out exactly where he was, in what place, and 

why. Then he smiled. 

I shall always remember that smile. From which world did it come? 

The snow continued to fall in thick flakes over the corpses. 

The door of the shed opened. An old man appeared, his moustache covered with frost, his lips blue 

with cold. It was Rabbi Eliahou, the rabbi of a small Polish community. He was a very good man, well 



loved by everyone in the camp, even by the Kapos and the heads of the blocks. Despite the trials and 

privations, his face still shone with his inner purity. He was the only rabbi who was always addressed as 

"Rabbi" at Runa. He was like one of the old prophets, always in the midst of his people to comfort 

them. And, strangely, his words of comfort never provoked rebellion; they really brought peace. 

He came into the shed and his eyes, brighter than ever, seemed to be looking for someone: 

"Perhaps someone has seen my son somewhere?" 

He had lost his son in the crowd. He had looked in vain among the dying. Then he had scratched 

up the snow to find his corpse. Without result. 

For three years they had stuck together. Always near each other, for suffering, for blows, for the 

ration of bread, for prayer. Three years, from camp to camp, from selection to selection. And now—when 

the end seemed near—fate had separated them. Finding himself near me, Rabbi Eliahou whispered: 

"It happened on the road. We lost sight of one another during the journey. I had stayed a little to the 

rear of the column. I hadn't any strength left for running. And my son didn't notice. That's all I know. 

Where has he disappeared? 
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Where can I find him? Perhaps you've seen him somewhere?" 

"No, Rabbi Eliahou, I haven't seen him." 

He left then as he had come: like a wind-swept shadow. 

He had already passed through the door when I suddenly remembered seeing his son running by 

my side. I had forgotten that, and I didn't tell Rabbi Eliahou! 

Then I remembered something else: his son had seen him losing ground, limping, staggering back to 

the re.ir of the column. He had seen him. And he had continued to ran on in front, letting the distance 

between them grow greater. 

A terrible thought loomed up in my mind: he had wanted to get rid of his father! He had felt that 

his father was growing weak, he had believed that the end was near and had sought this separation in 

order to get rid of the burden, to free himself from an encumbrance which could lessen his own chances 

of survival. 

I had done well to forget that. And I was glad that Rabbi Eliahou should continue to look for his 

beloved son. 

And, in spite of myself, a prayer rose in my heart, to that God in whom I no longer believed. 

My God, Lord of the Universe, give me strength never to do what Rabbi Eliahou's son has 

done. 

Shouts rose outside in the yard, where darkness had fallen. The SS ordered the ranks to form up. 

The march began again. The dead stayed in the yard under the snow, like faithful guards 

assassinated, without burial. No one had said the prayer for the dead over them. Sons abandoned their 



fathers' remains without a tear. 

On the way it snowed, snowed, snowed endlessly. We were marching more slowly. The guards 

themselves seemed tired. My wounded foot no longer hurt me. It must have been completely frozen. 

The foot was lost to me. It had detached itself from my body like the wheel of a car. Too bad. I should 

have to resign myself; I could live with 
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only one leg. The main thing was not to think about it. Above all, not at this moment. Leave thoughts 

for later. 

Our march had lost all semblance of discipline. We went as we wanted, as we could. We heard no 

more shots. Our guards must have been tired. 

But death scarcely needed any help from them. The cold was conscientiously doing its work. At 

every step someone fell and suffered no more. 

From time to time, SS officers on motorcycles would go down the length of the column to try and 

shake us out of our growing apathy: 

"Keep going! We are getting there!" 

"Courage! Only a few more hours!" 

"We're reaching Gleiwitz." 

These words of encouragement, even though they came from the mouths of our assassins, did us a 

great deal of good. No one wanted to give up now, just before the end, so near to the goal. Our eyes 

searched the horizon for the barbed wire of Gleiwitz. Our only desire was to reach it as quickly as possible. 

The night had now set in. The snow had ceased to fall. We walked for several more hours before 

arriving. 

We did not notice the camp until we were just in front of the gate. 

Some Kapos rapidly installed us in the barracks. We pushed and jostled one another as if this were 

the supreme refuge, the gateway to life. We walked over pain-racked bodies. We trod on wounded faces. 

No cries. A few groans. My father and I were ourselves thrown to the ground by this rolling tide. Beneath 

our feet someone let out a rattling cry: 

"You're crushing me . . . mercy!" 

A voice that was not unknown to me. 

"You're crushing me . . . mercy! mercy!" 

The same faint voice, the same rattle, heard somewhere before. That voice had spoken to me one 

day. Where? When? Years ago? No, it could only have been at the camp. 
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"Mercy!" 

I felt that I was crushing him. I was stopping his breath. I wanted to get up. I struggled to 



disengage myself, so that he could breathe. But I was crushed myself beneath the weight of other bodies. 

I could hardly breathe. I dug my nails into unknown faces. I was biting all round me, in order to get air. 

No one cried out. 

Suddenly I remembered. Juliek! The boy from Warsaw who played the violin in the band at Buna. 

"Juliek, is it you?" 

"Eliezer . . . the twenty-five strokes of the whip. Yes . . . I remember." 

He was silent. A long moment elapsed. 

"Juliek! Can you hear me, Juliek?" 

"Yes . . . ," he said, in a feeble voice. "What do you want?" 

He was not dead. 

"How do you feel, Juliek?" I asked, less to know the answer than to hear that he could speak, that 

he was alive. 

"All right, Eliezer. . . . I'm getting on all right . . . hardly any air . . . worn out. My feet are 

swollen. It's good to rest, but my violin. . . . " 

I thought he had gone out of his mind. What use was the violin here? 

"What, your violin?" 

He gasped. 

"I'm afraid . . . I'm afraid . . . that they'll break my violin. . . . I've brought it with me." 

I could not answer him. Someone was lying full length on top of me, covering my face. I was unable 

to breathe, through either mouth or nose. Sweat beaded my brow, ran down my spine. This was the 

end—the end of the road. A silent death, suffocation. No way of crying out, of calling for help. 

I tried to get rid of my invisible assassin. My whole will to live was centered in my nails. I 

scratched. I battled for a mouthful of air. I tore at decaying flesh which did not respond. I could not free 

myself from this mass weighing 
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down my chest. Was it a dead man I was struggling against? Who knows? 

I shall never know. All I can say is that I won. I succeeded in digging a hole through this wall of 

dying people, a little hole through which I could drink in a small quantity of air. 

"Father, how are you?" I asked, as soon as I could utter a word. 

I knew he could not be far from me. 

"Well!" answered a distant voice, which seemed to come from another world. I tried to sleep. 

He tried to sleep. Was he right or wrong? Could one sleep here? Was it not dangerous to allow your 

vigilance to fail, even for a moment, when at any minute death could pounce upon you? 

I was thinking of this when I heard the sound of a violin. The sound of a violin, in this dark shed, 

where the dead were heaped on the living. What madman could be playing the violin here, at the brink 



of his own grave? Or was it really an hallucination? 

It must have been Juliek. 

He played a fragment from Beethoven's concerto. I had never heard sounds so pure. In such a 

silence. 

How had he managed to free himself? To draw his body from under mine without my being aware 

of it? 

It was pitch dark. I could hear only the violin, and it was as though Juliek's soul were the bow. He 

was playing his life. The whole of his life was gliding on the strings—his lost hopes, his charred past, his 

extinguished future. He played as he would never play again. 

I shall never forget Juliek. How could I forget that concert, given to an audience of dying and dead 

men! To this day, whenever I hear Beethoven played my eyes close and out of the dark rises the sad, pale 

face of my Polish friend, as he said farewell on his violin to an audience of dying men. 

I do not know for how long he played. I was overcome by sleep. When I awoke, in the daylight, I 

could see Juliek, 
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opposite me, slumped over, dead. Near him lay his violin, smashed, trampled, a strange overwhelming 

little corpse. 

We stayed at Gleiwitz for three days. Three days without food or drink. We were not allowed to 

leave the barracks. SS men guarded the door. 

I was hungry and thirsty. I must have been very dirty and exhausted, to judge from the appearance of 

the others. The bread we had brought from Buna had long since been devoured. And who knew when we 

would be give"h another ration? 

The front was following us. We could hear new gun shots again, very close. But we had neither the 

strength nor the courage to believe that the Nazis would not have time to evacuate us, and that the 

Russians would soon be here. 

We heard that we were going to be deported into the center of Germany. 

On the third day, at dawn, we were driven out of the barracks. We all threw blankets over our 

shoulders, like prayer shawls. We were directed toward a gate which divided the camp into two. A 

group of SS officers were standing there. A rumor ran through our ranks—a selection! 

The SS officers did the selecting. The weak, to the left; those who could walk well, to the right. 

My father was sent to the left. I ran after him. An SS officer shouted at my back: 

"Come back here!" 

I slipped in among the others. Several SS rushed to bring me back, creating such confusion that 

many of the people from the left were able to come back to the right —and among them, my father and 

myself. However, there were some shots and some dead. 



We were all made to leave the camp. After half an hour's marching we arrived right in the middle 

of a field divided by rails. We had to wait for the train to arrive. 
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The snow fell thickly. We were forbidden to sit down or even to move. 

The snow began to form a thick layer over our blankets. They brought us bread—the usual 

ration. We threw ourselves upon it. Someone had the idea of appeasing his thirst by eating the snow. 

Soon the others were imitating him. As we were not allowed to bend down, everyone took out his spoon 

and ate the accumulated snow off his neighbor's back. A mouthful of bread and a spoonful of snow. The 

SS who were watching laughed at this spectacle. 

Hours went by. Our eyes grew weary of scouring the horizon for the liberating train. It did not arrive 

until much later in the evening. An infinitely long train, composed of cattle wagons, with no roofs. The 

SS pushed us in, a hundred to a carriage, we were so thin! Our embarkation completed, the convoy set 

out. 

Pressed up against the others in an effort to keep out the cold, head empty and heavy at the same 

time, brain a whirlpool of decaying memories. Indifference deadened the spirit. Here or elsewhere— 

what difference did it make? To die today or tomorrow, or later? The night was long and never ending. 

When at last a gray glimmer of light appeared on the horizon, it revealed a tangle of human shapes, 

heads sunk upon shoulders, crouched, piled one on top of the other, like a field of dust-covered 

tombstones in the first light of the dawn. I tried to distinguish those who were still alive from those who 

had gone. But there was no difference. My gaze was held for a long time by one who lay with his eyes open, 

staring into the void. His livid face was covered with a layer of frost and snow. 

My father was huddled near me, wrapped in his blanket, his shoulders covered with snow. And 

was he dead, too? I called him. No answer. I would have cried out if I could have done so. He did not 

move. 

My mind was invaded suddenly by this realization —there was no more reason to live, no 

more'reason to struggle. 

The train stopped in the middle of a deserted field. The suddenness of the halt woke some of those 

who were asleep. They straightened themselves up, throwing startled looks around them. 

Outside, the SS went by, shouting: 
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"Throw out all the dead! All corpses outside!" 

The living rejoiced. There would be more room. Volunteers set to work. They felt those who were 

still crouching. 

"Here's one! Take him!" 



They undressed him, the survivors avidly sharing out his clothes, then two "gravediggers" took him, 

one by the head and one by the feet, and threw him out of the wagon like a sack of flour. 

From all directions came cries: 

"Come on! Here's one! This man next to me. He doesn't move." 

I woke from my apathy just at the moment when two men came up to my father. I threw myself on 

top of his body. He was cold. I slapped him. I rubbed his hands, crying: 

"Father! Father! Wake up. They're trying to throw you out of the carriage. . . . " 

His body remained inert. 

The two gravediggers seized me by the collar. 

"Leave him. You can see perfectly well that he's dead." 

"No!" I cried. "He isn't dead! Not yet!" 

I set to work to slap him as hard as I could. After a moment my father's eyelids moved slightly over 

his glazed eyes. He was breathing weakly. 

"You see," I cried. 

The two men moved away. 

Twenty bodies were thrown out of our wagon. Then the train resumed its journey, leaving behind 

it a few hundred naked dead, deprived of burial, in the deep snow of a field in Poland. 

We were given no food. We lived on snow; it took the place of bread. The days were like nights, and 

the nights left the dregs of their darkness in our souls. The train was traveling slowly, often stopping for 

several hours and then setting off again. It never ceased snowing. All through these days and nights we 

stayed crouching, one on top of the other, never speaking a word. We were no more than 
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frozen bodies. Our eyes closed, we waited merely for the next stop, so that we could unload our dead. 

Ten days, ten nights of traveling. Sometimes we would pass through German townships. Very 

early in the morning, usually. The workmen were going to work. They stopped and stared after us, but 

otherwise showed no surprise. 

One day when we had stopped, a workman took a piece of bread out of his bag and threw it into a 

wagon. There was a stampede. Dozens of starving men fought each other to the death for a few crumbs. 

The German workmen took a lively interest in this spectacle. 

Some years later, I watched the same kind of scene at Aden. The passengers on our boat were 

amusing themselves by throwing coins to the "natives," who were diving in to get them. An attractive, 

aristocratic Parisienne was deriving special pleasure from the game. I suddenly noticed that two children 

were engaged in a death struggle, trying to strangle each other. I turned to the lady. 

"Please," I begged, "don't throw any more money in!" "Why not?" she said. "I like to give charity. 

. . . " In the wagon where the bread had fallen, a real battle had broken out. Men threw themselves 



on top of each other, stamping on each other, tearing at each other, biting each other. Wild beasts of 

prey, with animal hatred in their eyes; an extraordinary vitality had seized them, sharpening their teeth 

and nails. 

A crowd of workmen and curious spectators had collected along the train. They had probably never 

seen a train with such a cargo. Soon, nearly everywhere, pieces of bread were being dropped into the 

wagons. The audience stared at these skeletons of men, fighting one another to the death for a 

mouthful. 

A piece fell into our wagon. I decided that I would not move. Anyway, I knew that I would never 

have the strength to fight with a dozen savage men! Not far away I 
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noticed an old man dragging himself along on all fours. He was trying to disengage himself from the 

struggle. He held one hand to his heart. I thought at first he had received a blow in the chest. Then I 

understood; he had a bit of bread under his shirt. With remarkable speed he drew it out and put it to his 

mouth. His eyes gleamed; a smile, like a grimace, lit up his dead face. And was immediately extinguished. 

A shadow had just loomed up near him. The shadow threw itself upon him. Felled to the 

ground, stunned with blows, the old man cried: 

"Meir. Meir, my boy! Don't you recognize me? I'm your father . . . you're hurting me . . . you're 

killing your father! I've got some bread . . . for you too . . . for you too. . . ." 

He collapsed. His fist was still clenched around a small piece. He tried to carry it to his mouth. But 

the other one threw himself upon him and snatched it. The old man again whispered something, let out a 

rattle, and died amid the general indifference. His son searched him, took the bread, and began to devour 

it. He was not able to get very far. Two men had seen and hurled themselves upon him. Others joined in. 

When they withdrew, next to me were two corpses, side by side, the father and the son. 

I was fifteen years old. 

In our wagon, there was a friend of my father's called Meir Katz. He had worked as a gardener at 

Buna and used to bring us a few green vegetables occasionally. Being less undernourished than the rest of 

us, he had stood up to imprisonment better. Because he was relatively more vigorous, he had been put 

in charge of the wagon. 

On the third night of our journey I woke up suddenly and felt two hands on my throat, trying to 

strangle me. I just had the time to shout, "Father!" 

Nothing but this word. I felt myself suffocating. But my father had woken up and seized my attacker. 

Too weak to overcome him, he had the idea of calling Meir Katz. 
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"Come here! Come quickly! There's someone strangling my son." 

A few moments later I was free. I still do not know why the man wanted to strangle me. 



After a few days, Meir Katz spoke to my father: 

"Chlomo, I'm getting weak. I'm losing my strength. I can't hold on. . . ." 

"Don't let yourself go under," my father said, trying to encourage him. "You must resist. Don't lose 

faith in yourself." 

But Meir Katz groaned heavily in reply. 

"I can't go on any longer, Chlomo! What can I do? I can't carry on. . . ." 

My father took his arm. And Meir Katz, the strong man, the most robust of us all, wept. His son 

had been taken from him at the time of the first selection, but it was now that he wept. It was now that he 

cracked up. He was finished, at the end of his tether. 

On the last day of our journey a terrible wind arose; it snowed without ceasing. We felt that the 

end was near —the real end. We could never hold out in this icy wind, in these gusts. 

Someone got up and shouted: 

"We mustn't stay sitting down at a time like this. We shall freeze to death! Let's all get up and move 

a bit. . . . " 

We all got up. We held our damp blankets more tightly around us. And we forced ourselves to 

move a few steps, to turn around where we were. 

Suddenly a cry rose up from the wagon, the cry of a wounded animal. Someone had just died. 

Others, feeling that they too were about to die, imitated his cry. And their cries seemed to 

come from beyond the grave. Soon everyone was crying out. Wailing, groaning, cries of distress hurled 

into the wind and the snow. 

The contagion spread to the other carriages. Hundreds of cries rose up simultaneously. Not knowing 

against whom we cried. Not knowing why. The death rattle of a whole 
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convoy who felt the end upon them. We were all going to die here. All limits had been passed. No one 

had any strength left. And again the night would be long. 

Meir Katz groaned: 

"Why don't they shoot us all right away?" 

That same evening, we reached our destination. 

It was late at night. The guards came to unload us. The dead were abandoned in the train. Only those 

who could still stand were able to get out. 

Meir Katz stayed in the train. The last day had been the most murderous. A hundred of us had got 

into the wagon. A dozen of us got out—among them, my father and I. 

We had arrived at Buchenwald. 

At the gate of the camp, SS officers were waiting for us. They counted us. Then we were 

directed to the assembly place. Orders were given us through loudspeakers: 



"Form fives!" "Form groups of a hundred!" "Five paces forward!" 

I held onto my father's hand—the old, familiar fear: not to lose him. 

Right next to us the high chimney of the crematory oven rose up. It no longer made any impression 

on us. It scarcely attracted our attention. 

An established inmate of Buchenwald told us that we should have a shower and then we could go into 

the blocks. The idea of having a hot bath fascinated me. My father was silent. He was breathing heavily 

beside me. 

"Father," I said. "Only another moment more. Soon we can lie down—in a bed. You can rest. 

. . . " 

He did not answer. I was so exhausted myself that his silence left me indifferent. My only wish was to 

take a bath as quickly as possible and lie down in a bed. 

But it was not easy to reach the showers. Hundreds of prisoners were crowding there. The guards 

were unable to keep any order. They struck out right and left with no apparent result. Others, without 

the strength to push or even to stand up, had sat down in the snow. My father wanted to do the same. 

He groaned. 

99 

100 Elie Wiesel 

"I can't go on. . . . This is the end. . . . I'm going to die here. . . . " 

He dragged me toward a hillock of snow from which emerged human shapes and 

ragged pieces of blanket. 

"Leave me," he said to me. "I can't go on. . . . Have mercy on me. . . . I'll wait here 

until we can get into the baths. . . . You can come and find me." 

I could have wept with rage. Having lived through so much, suffered so much, could 

I leave my father to die now? Now, when we could have a good hot bath and lie down? 

"Father!" I screamed. "Father! Get up from here! Immediately! You're killing 

yourself. . . . " 

I seized him by the arm. He continued to groan. 

"Don't shout, son. . . . Take pity on your old father. . . . Leave me to rest here. . . . 

Just for a bit, I'm so tired . . . at the end of my strength. . . . " 

He had become like a child, weak, timid, vulnerable. 

"Father," I said. "You can't stay here." 

I showed him the corpses all around him; they too had wanted to rest here. 

"I can see them, son. I can see them all right. Let them sleep. It's so long since they 

closed their eyes. . . . They are exhausted . . . exhausted. . . . " 

His voice was tender. 



I yelled against the wind: 

"They'll never wake again! Never! Don't you understand?" 

For a long time this argument went on. I felt that I was not arguing with him, but 

with death itself, with the death that he had already chosen. 

The sirens began to wail. An alert. The lights went out throughout the camp. The 

guards drove us toward the blocks. In a flash, there was no one left on the assembly 

place. We were only too glad not to have had to stay outside longer in the icy wind. We let 

ourselves sink down onto the planks. The beds were in several tiers. The cauldrons of 
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soup at the entrance attracted no one. To sleep, that was all that mattered. 

It was daytime when I awoke. And then I remembered that I had a father. Since the alert, I had 

followed the crowd without troubling about him. I had known that he was at the end, on the brink of 

death, and yet I had abandoned him. 

I went to look for him. 

But at the same moment this thought came into my mind: "Don't let me find him! If only I could get 

rid of this dead weight, so that I could use all my strength to struggle for my own survival, and only worry 

about myself." Immediately I felt ashamed of myself, ashamed forever. 

I walked for hours without finding him. Then I came to the block where they were giving out black 

"coffee." The men were lining up and fighting. 

A plaintive, beseeching voice caught me in the spine: 

"Eliezer . . . my son . . . bring me . . . a drop of coffee. . . . " 

I ran to him. 

"Father! I've been looking for you for so long. . . . Where were you? Did you sleep? . . . How do 

you feel?" 

He was burning with fever. Like a wild beast, I cleared a way for myself to the coffee cauldron. And I 

managed to carry back a cupful. I had a sip. The rest was for him. I can't forget the light of thankfulness in 

his eyes while he gulped it down—an animal gratitude. With those few gulps of hot water, I probably 

brought him more satisfaction than I had done during my whole childhood. 

He was lying on a plank, livid, his lips pale and dried up, shaken by tremors. I could not stay by him 

for long. Orders had been given to clear the place for cleaning. Only the sick could stay. 

We stayed outside for five hours. Soup was given out. As soon as we were allowed to go back to the 

blocks, I ran to my father. 

"Have you had anything to eat?" 

"No." 
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"Why not?" 

"They didn't give us anything . . . they said that if we were ill we should die soon 

anyway and it would be a pity to waste the food. I can't go on any more. . . . " 

I gave him what was left of my soup. But it was with a heavy heart. I felt that I was 

giving it up to him against my will. No better than Rabbi Eliahou's son had I withstood 

the test. 

He grew weaker day by day, his gaze veiled, his face the color of dead leaves. On 

the third day after our arrival at Buchenwald, everyone had to go to the showers. Even 

the sick, who had to go through last. 

On the way back from the baths, we had to wait outside for a long time. They had 

not yet finished cleaning the blocks. 

Seeing my father in the distance, I ran to meet him. He went by me like a ghost, 

passed jne without stopping, without looking at me. I called to him. He did not come 

back. I ran after him: 

"Father, where are you running to?" 

He looked at me for a moment, and his gaze was distant, visionary; it was the 

face of someone else. A moment only and on he ran again. 

Struck down with dysentery, my father lay in his bunk, five other invalids with him. I 

sat by his side, watching him, not daring to believe that he could escape death again. 

Nevertheless, I did all I could to give him hope. 

Suddenly, he raised himself on his bunk and put his feverish lips to my ear: 

"Eliezer . . . I must tell you where to find the gold and the money I buried . . . 

in the cellar. . . . You know. . . . " 

He began to talk faster and faster, as though he were afraid he would not have time 

to tell me. I tried to explain to him that this was not the end, that we would go back to 

the house together, but he would not listen to me. He 
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could no longer listen to me. He was exhausted. A trickle of saliva, mingled with blood, was running from 

between his lips. He had closed his eyes. His breath was coming in gasps. 

For a ration of bread, I managed to change beds with a prisoner in my father's bunk. In the afternoon 

the doctor came. I went and told him that my father was very ill. 

"Bring him here!" 

I explained that he could not stand up. But the doctor refused to listen to anything. Somehow, I 

brought my father to him. He stared at him, then questioned him in a clipped voice: 

"What do you want?" 



"My father's ill," I answered for him. "Dysentery . . . " 

"Dysentery? That's not my business. I'm a surgeon. Go on! Make room for the others." 

Protests did no good. 

"I can't go on, son. . . . Take me back to my bunk. . . . " 

I took him back and helped him to lie down. He was shivering. 

"Try and sleep a bit, father. Try to go to sleep. . . . " 

His breathing was labored, thick. He kept his eyes shut. Yet I was convinced that he could see 

everything, that now he could see the truth in all things. 

Another doctor came to the block. But my father would not get up. He knew that it was useless. 

Besides, this doctor had only come to finish off the sick. I could hear him shouting at them that they 

were lazy and just wanted to stay in bed. I felt like leaping at his throat, strangling him. But I no longer 

had the courage or the strength. I was riveted to my father's deathbed. My hands hurt, I was clenching 

them so hard. Oh, to strangle the doctor and the others! To burn the whole world! My father's 

murderers! But the cry stayed in my throat. 
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When I came back from the bread distribution, I found my father weeping like a child: 

"Son, they keep hitting me!" 

"Who?" 

I thought he was delirious. 

"Him, the Frenchman . . . and the Pole . . . they were hitting me." 

Another wound to the heart, another hate, another reason for living lost. 

"Eliezer . . . Eliezer . . . tell them not to hit me. . . . I haven't done 

anything. . . . Why do they keep hitting me?" 

I began to abuse his neighbors. They laughed at me. I 

promised them bread, soup. They laughed. Then they got 

angry; they could not stand my father any longer, they said, 

because he was now unable to drag himself outside to 

relieve himself. i 

The following day he complained that they had taken his ration of bread. 

"While you were asleep?" 

"No. I wasn't asleep. They jumped on top of me. They snatched my bread . . . and 

they hit me . . . again. . . . I can't stand any more, son . . . a drop of water. . . . " 

I knew that he must not drink. But he pleaded with me for so long that I gave in. 

Water was the worst poison he could have, but what else could I do for him? With water, 

without water, it would all be over soon anyway. . . . 



"You, at least, have some mercy on me. . . . " 

Have mercy on him! I, his only son! 

A week went by like this. 

"This is your father, isn't it?" asked the head of the block. 

"Yes." 

"He's very ill." 
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"The doctor won't do anything for him." 

"The doctor can't do anything for him, now. And neither can you." 

He put his great hairy hand on my shoulder and added: 

"Listen to me, boy. Don't forget that you're in a concentration camp. Here, every 

man has to fight for himself and not think of anyone else. Even of his father. Here, there 

are no fathers, no brothers, no friends. Everyone lives and dies for himself alone. I'll give 

you a sound piece of advice—don't give your ration of bread and soup to your old 

father. There's nothing you can do for him. And you're killing yourself. Instead, you 

ought to be having his ration." 

I listened to him without interrupting. He was right, I thought in the most secret 

region of my heart, but I dared not admit it. It's too late to save your old father, I said to 

myself. You ought to be having two rations of bread, two rations of soup. . . . 

Only a fraction of a second, but I felt guilty. I ran to find a little soup to give my 

father. But he did not want it. All he wanted was water. 

"Don't drink water . . . have some soup. . . . " 

"I'm burning . . . why are you being so unkind to me, my son? Some water. . . . " 

I brought him some water. Then I left the block for roll call. But I turned around and 

came back again. I lay down on the top bunk. Invalids were allowed to stay in the block. 

So I would be an invalid myself. I would not leave my father. 

There was silence all round now, broken only by groans. In front of the block, the 

SS were giving orders. An officer passed by the beds. My father begged me: 

"My son, some water. . . . I'm burning. . . . My stomach. . . . " 

"Quiet, over there!" yelled the officer. 

"Eliezer," went on my father, "some water. . . . " 

The officer came up to him and shouted at him to be 
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quiet. But my father did not hear him. He went on calling me. The officer dealt him a 

violent blow on the head with his truncheon. 



I did not move. I was afraid. My body was afraid of also receiving a blow. 

Then my father made a rattling noise and it was my name: "Eliezer." 

I could see that he was still breathing—spasmodically. 

I did not move. 

When I got down after roll call, I could see his lips trembling as he murmured 

something. Bending over him, I stayed gazing at him for over an hour, engraving into 

myself the picture of his blood-stained face, his shattered skull. 

Then I had to go to bed. I climbed into my bunk, above my father, who was still 

alive. It was January 28, 1945. 

I awoke on January 29 at dawn. In my father's place lay another invalid. They must 

have taken him away before dawn and carried him to the crematory. He may still have 

been breathing. 

There were no prayers at his grave. No candles were lit to his memory. His last 

word was my name. A summons, to which I did not respond. 

I did not weep, and it pained me that I could not weep. But I had no more tears. 

And, in the depths of my being, in the recesses of my weakened conscience, could I have 

searched it, I might perhaps have found something like—free at last! 

I had to stay at Buchenwald until April eleventh. I have nothing to say of my life during this 

period. It no longer mattered. After my father's death, nothing could touch me any more. 

I was transferred to the children's block, where there were six hundred of us. 

The front was drawing nearer. 

I spent my days in a state of total idleness. And I had but one desire—to eat. I no longer thought of 

my father or of my mother. 

From time to time I would dream of a drop of soup, of an extra ration of soup. . . . 

On April fifth, the wheel of history turned. 

It was late in the afternoon. We were standing in the block, waiting for an SS man to come and count 

us. He was late in coming. Such a delay was unknown till then in the history of Buchenwald. Something 

must have happened. 

Two hours later the loudspeakers sent out an order from the head of the camp: all the Jews must 

come to the assembly place. 

This was the end! Hitler was going to keep his promise. 

The children in our block went toward the place. There was nothing else we could do. Gustav, 

the head of 
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the block, made this clear to us with his truncheon. But on the way we met some 

prisoners who whispered to us: 

"Go back to your block. The Germans are going to shoot you. Go back to your 

block, and don't move." 

We went back to our block. We learned on the way that the camp resistance 

organization had decided not to abandon the Jews and was going to prevent their being 

liquidated. 

As it was late and there was great upheaval— innumerable Jews had passed 

themselves off as non-Jews —the head of the camp decided that a general roll call 

would take place the following day. Everybody would have to be present. 

The roll call took place. The head of the camp announced that Buchenwald was 

to be liquidated. Ten blocks of deportees would be evacuated each day. From this 

moment, there would be no further distribution of bread and soup. And the evacuation 

began. Every day, several thousand prisoners went through the camp gate and never 

came back. 

On April tenth, there were still about twenty thousand of us in the camp, including 

several hundred children. They decided to evacuate us all at once, right on until the 

evening. Afterward, they were going to blow up the camp. 

So we were massed in the huge assembly square, in rows of five, waiting to see the 

gate open. Suddenly, the sirens began to wail. An alert! We went back to the blocks. It 

was too late to evacuate us that evening. The evacuation was postponed again to the 

following day. 

We were tormented with hunger. We had eaten nothing for six days, except a bit 

of grass or some potato peelings found near the kitchens. 

At ten o'clock in the morning the SS scattered through the camp, moving the last 

victims toward the assembly place. 

Then the resistance movement decided to act. Armed 

men suddenly rose up everywhere. Bursts of firing. Grenades exploding. We 

children stayed flat on the ground in the block. 

The battle did not last long. Toward noon everything was quiet again. The SS 

had fled and the resistance had taken charge of the running of the camp. 

At about six o'clock in the evening, the first American tank stood at the gates of 

Buchenwald. 

Our first act as free men was to throw ourselves onto the provisions. We 

thought only of that. Not of revenge, not of our families. Nothing but bread. 



And even when we were no longer hungry, there was still no one who thought 

of revenge. On the following day, some of the young men went to Weimar to get 

some potatoes and clothes—and to sleep with girls. But of revenge, not a sign. 

Three days after the liberation of Buchenwald I became very ill with food 

poisoning. I was transferred to the hospital and spent two weeks between life and 

death. 

One day I was able to get up, after gathering all my strength. I wanted to see 

myself in the mirror hanging on the opposite wall. I had not seen myself since the 

ghetto. 

From the depths of the mirror, a corpse gazed back at me. 

The look in his eyes, as they stared into mine, has never left me. 


