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        Auschwitz is a gaping hole in humanity’s conscience, one that can be filled only by increasing light and goodness in the world.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One Girl in Auschwitz

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book is a story of rescue, of survival,

        Of faith in the Creator of the World and in miracles, of man’s faith in himself,

        Of courage, of heroism, of ingenuity, of strength, of friendship,

        Of caring, of seeking humanity even in the most difficult moments,

        Of seeking the light in the dark depths of suffering and humiliation,

        Of seeking the good in the world within a Hell of evil.

        This is a story of the triumph of good over evil.

      

        

      
        This story is insane, the stuff of nightmares, lacking human logic, lacking humanity.

        This story — is the naked truth.

        It is what happened to me during one year of my life,

        As a sixteen-year-old girl in Auschwitz.

        This story is part of me, the only survivor of my entire family.

        This story belongs to the entire Jewish people, and to all of us.

      

        

      
        I hope that you come out of it stronger, with deeper faith,

        Loving life more, understanding your purpose better,

        Battling hatred, evil, arrogance, and racism,

        Seeking goodness, compassion,

        Helping others, kindness.

        Love of another human being simply because he is human.

        I survived in order to be able to testify and tell the story, and here is my story.

      

      

      

      
        
        Sara Leibovits of the Hershkovits family – Born in Czechoslovakia, Citizen of Israel

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Daughter of the Girl in Auschwitz

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is the story of my mother, survivor of Auschwitz,

        And it is also our story, second generation after the Holocaust.

        We were privileged to be born to those charred branches, shadowed and smoking,

        Those phoenixes that emerged from the fires of the crematorium to be born anew.

        They themselves embodied the vision of the dry bones,

        Spread their wings and built families and homes.

        For our sakes they learned anew how to laugh, how to be happy,

        How to become fit for happiness, for life.

      

        

      
        Some of us carry in our souls cuts and scars,

        But we have strength, power, and inspiration.

        We are stronger than the inferno, more powerful than the terror,

        And our feet are planted firmly in the soil of our homeland, the Land of Israel.

        We drank the power and the memory of the Holocaust with our mothers’ milk.

        The memory entered our bloodstreams with our fathers’ every caress and embrace.

        We have the privilege of being a link in the chain

        Between the survivors and the whole world.

        They survived in order to tell the story,

        And we are here to help them make their voices heard,

        To tell, to speak, to document and to publicize,

        To remind and protect so that it will never happen again!

        We have promised that we will not let the world forget.

      

      

      

      
        
        Eti Elboim of the Leibovits family – Born in Israel, Citizen of Israel

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Last Stop: Auschwitz

          

        

      

    

    
      The train slowed and then ground to a halt with a deafening screech of brakes. It was Thursday morning, May 18, 1944. Since Monday we had been closed up in a boxcar, crowded together in darkness, filth, and hunger. Our travel companions were tears, anguish, and the terror of the unknown.

      Now we huddled together and waited apprehensively for the locked doors of the car to be opened. Some of us had expressed the opinion that nothing good could come of traveling in a freight train, in cars that were normally used to transport livestock from Poland to Germany. And I thought to myself that perhaps even the animals were transported in more comfortable conditions than we, human beings, and that if this was the journey then what did it say about the place we had arrived at?

      And even so, I had a faint hope that perhaps the situation would improve for my father, my mother, for my five younger brothers, for me, and the rest of the Jews who had traveled with us in the train. What more could a young girl ask for? I was fifteen years and ten months old. Suri Hershkovits, from the village of Komjat1, which had been part of Czechoslovakia when I was born there but which had been annexed by Hungary on the eve of the war.

      We had entered the freight car three days earlier, straight from the Munkács Ghetto, which itself had been Hell on Earth. We didn’t yet know that small Hells awaited us during the journey towards a larger ongoing Hell.

      The entrance to the boxcar had no steps. The younger ones climbed up and jumped inside on their own, and the older ones were given a helping hand by those who were already inside.

      When I got into the car, I was shocked to find that it was filthy and stinking from the cattle that had been transported in it before us. The floor was wet and dirty. It appeared that someone had made an attempt to wash it before we entered, but because they had rushed us in before it had time to dry, the floor immediately became covered with a sticky paste of mud and filth.

      The first thing we noticed was that the car had no seats. Everyone had to stand, pressed against each other.

      They told us not to be unruly and to behave ourselves. They explained that the car doors would be locked from the outside and would remain so until we arrived at our destination. Only “there” would the doors be opened because only “there” were the people who had the key. Where was “there”? We didn’t know. We had no idea where we were headed.

      As we were getting on the train, my cousin, Shoni Solomon, was appointed the commander of the car. I have no idea who appointed him to the position; I only remember that he was responsible. He was nineteen, from the neighboring village of Bogrovitch, the son of my father’s sister, Faige.

      In one corner of the car children were crying, while in another corner people were trying to help some elderly passengers sit down on the floor. We were all terribly hungry and tired, which only increased the suffering. Our fellow passengers included mothers who had boarded the train alone with their children. In general, most of the people in the car were women, old people, children, and youths. There were very few men, because in those days most young men had been forcibly drafted into the Hungarian army. They were conscripted for hard labor, and after the German occupation they were taken prisoner. Thus, in addition to missing them, their families feared for their safety.

      All together in the rail car we were eighty-four people, all terrified, strangers to each other. We were a random collection of people facing a common fate.
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        * * *

      

      The next thing we noticed was that there was no drinking water in the freight car. We couldn’t possibly imagine how we were expected to manage without water to drink.

      For the first quarter-hour of the trip, we all tried to be polite and considerate. “Could you please move over a little,” was heard from one direction. “Please, make a little space here,” was heard from another. But then it became clear that the car also lacked toilets! We began to lose hope. Half an hour into our journey, the trip had already become torture.

      My father called out, “Excuse me, does anyone have a blanket?” My father, Jacob Hershkovits, was forty-four years old. Having served as the sexton of the synagogue, he was used to leading the community, and he helped his nephew, Shoni, take command of the car. The verse from Ethics of the Fathers, “In a place where there are no men, strive to be a man,” applied to my father perfectly. He proved that even in the most difficult times, a person can show his humanity and help others.

      Someone rummaged through his belongings and donated a wool blanket. “Excuse me,” my father called again. “Does anyone have a hammer? A nail? A bucket?”

      Somehow or other, without hammer or nails, my father and Shoni managed to hang up the blanket in a corner of the rail car to create a private toilet stall. But what to do with the bucket that was rapidly filling up to overflowing?

      “The bucket has to be emptied outside,” said one of the men. Someone suggested climbing on someone else’s shoulders, grabbing the full bucket, and dumping its contents through the metal bars blocking the window. However, all attempts to dump the bucket of waste outside, as the train rushed on, failed again and again.

      “Does anyone have a newspaper?” my father and Shoni asked, hoping to be able to channel the contents of the bucket outside the window.

      No one had a newspaper, however, and the car grew filthier and filthier, with a horrible stench. The train stopped at stations from time to time and each time we thought that perhaps we would receive water and be able to get rid of the stench in the car, but the doors remained locked for three full days.

      Occasionally the train would wait at a station, sometimes for a short time and sometimes for much longer, perhaps to allow trains to change tracks. At some of the stations, good people who lived in the area were waiting for us, and they would throw us loaves of bread or boiled corn cobs through the bars. Everyone grabbed the food, and it was always gone within minutes.

      Every time the train stopped at a station, we were all silent, trying to hear what language was being spoken outside, but usually they didn’t allow people to come near the cars so we were left in ignorance.
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        * * *

      

      The train journey took place amid sobbing and screaming. People dozed off standing and sitting. Every once in a while, those standing would change places with those sitting, but there was never a moment of peace or calm in the car.

      We were constantly trying to guess in which direction we were traveling. We couldn’t see the sun, or the moon, or the stars. It seemed as though all of nature and the whole world was against us.

      The windows were narrow, and when someone lingered near a window, everyone would immediately yell at him to get away from it so he wouldn’t block the flow of air for everyone else. One time, when someone nevertheless managed to catch a glimpse of the landscape rushing by, he announced, “We’re in Poland!”

      My father also looked out the window and confirmed, “We’re in Poland.”

      It is hard for a person to believe that he is being sent to death for no fault of his own, without any rational reason. The human mind cannot grasp this. This is perhaps why, despite the bone-shaking train journey, we had hope and we were optimistic.
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        * * *

      

      When they first dragged us from our homes, the rumor had already spread among the Jews that we were being sent across the Danube River to a place called “Dona-tul” (“Across the Danube” in Hungarian), where standing water created black peat. My father and our neighbors discussed among themselves that apparently they were bringing all the Jews to this place so that we would drain the water from the soil and develop an advanced form of agriculture. My father and his friends were sure that we would succeed at the task. Today I know that during that period, each day four transports left Hungary, each one with about 3,000 Jews. In total, there were 147 transports carrying about 450,000 Hungarian Jews. In the preceding months, we had experienced anti-Semitism, endured suffering and hardships in the Munkács Ghetto, and had heard that in Ukrainian villages Jews had been taken out to pits to be shot, but if someone had told the travelers on our train, “Listen, most of you will die within an hour of your arrival at the final stop,” we would have looked at him as though he had lost his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Occasionally, unpleasant clashes occurred during that train ride. One took place when a fourteen-year-old boy tied his shoes to the window bars by their laces. With the swaying of the train, the shoes came loose from the bars and fell, striking my mother in the face. They were shoes with metal buckles. My mother was struck in the eye and began to cry. My father examined the wound, gave her a handkerchief and reassured her that the situation wasn’t so bad and that by the next day any sign of the blow would be gone. But people in the car immediately got up and turned on the boy in anger, wanting to hit him. My father felt sorry for him and tried to calm everyone down and make peace. He said to the angry crowd, “Let me handle the boy. I know how to educate children.” With great difficulty he managed to stop the other travelers from thrashing the boy, who was the only son of a widowed mother. For the rest of the journey, my father continued to protect him from being hurt by the other travelers. My mother recovered, although her eye remained bruised and swollen.

      The journey was terrible beyond description, but no one in our car died. At the end of the journey we stood, eighty-four people, nervously waiting for the car doors to open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Arrival at Auschwitz

          

        

      

    

    
      The wait for the doors to open seemed endless to me. People tried to silence each other: “Shhh… Shhh… Let us hear what they’re saying out there, and in which language!” But we couldn’t hear a word outside the car. We had no idea where we were.

      Suddenly the doors opened with a screech of hinges and we heard voices speaking German. A burst of fresh air flowed into the car, mingling with the thick air inside, reaching my nostrils, and filling my lungs. A ray of sunlight made its way through to me, over people’s heads, and I saw that a beautiful, clear day awaited us outside. Where did such a beautiful, sunny morning come from?

      Boys of fourteen or fifteen, dressed in blue and gray striped prisoners’ uniforms and wearing identical cloth caps, climbed into the car. They urged us to get out, saying, “Don’t take anything with you. Leave all your things here.”

      My mother told my brothers and me, “Children, quickly put on three shirts, because we have to leave everything here, but whatever is on you, that you’re taking.” She helped us all take clothing out of our bundles and put it on.

      The youths hurried us out, not allowing us to linger in the car. They refused to say anything, as though they had been commanded not to talk to us about the place we had arrived at. The only thing they said was, “Get out! Get out!”

      My father caught one of them in a corner of the car, placed his hands on the boy’s shoulders, and asked him to tell him what this place was. The youth said something to my father. It seems that he told the truth, because up until that point my father had been telling us and the rest of the passengers to dress warmly and take bread, whoever had any, in our pockets. But after he spoke with the youth, he acted differently, saying quietly, “No need to take anything. We’ll get out and they’ll bring everything later.”

      Someone asked my father, “How will they know which bundle is mine?” I have no idea what my good father was thinking at that moment, what he was going through. Even if he knew that we had arrived at a place where they were killing Jews, there was not a single thing he could do, certainly not organize a rebellion or escape. Most of those present were women, children, and old people, sick, frail and weak. Not one of us could have rebelled or escaped. I assume that was why my father hid from my mother and the rest of the passengers the terrible secret that the youth had disclosed to him.
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        * * *

      

      Since the car had no steps, we didn’t know how to get out. The young people jumped to the ground, but the older people, pregnant women, and women holding on to small children had a hard time getting down. Some fell, and getting down from the train was difficult for most of us.

      We were filthy, stinking, hungry, and weak. And even so, we still had hope that perhaps we had arrived at a place where people were waiting for us – the sky was blue, the sun shone cheerfully, we saw trees and grass, and we hoped that we had reached a beautiful, respectable place, and that in a little while we would bathe, eat, and become human beings again. We didn’t imagine that we had arrived in Hell. We didn’t know that within half an hour only a few of us would be left alive.

      My mother, Blima Hershkovits from the Gelb family, born in the village of Komjat, was thirty-eight; my sister Rachel was fourteen, my brother Eliezer was twelve, my brother Yosef Shalom ten, my sister Faigele eight, and my little brother Azriel Tzvi three. Our sister, Pessy, had died four years earlier, at the age of nine months.

      As we were getting down from the car, my mother was very concerned about a wound that my sister Ruchi had on her leg. Ruchi had got hurt in the Munkács Ghetto, and during the three-day train ride the wound had become infected and her leg had swelled up. My mother expected that we would get to a place where she could fill a basin with soap and water and soak the injured leg. She hoped that there would be a doctor or nurse who would give her some ointment.

      Ruchi was taller than me and looked older than I did. When they wanted to tease me, they would tell me, “She’s the oldest.” We two were the best of friends. And in general, I loved all my younger siblings very much.

      My mother was also bothered by the “shiner” on her eye, from the blow she received from the shoes in the railcar. She asked us, “Can you see the bruise?” She was a beautiful woman, with big green eyes, and it was important to her to look healthy and strong in this foreign place that we had come to. Perhaps she instinctively understood that in this place it was better not to look ill or wounded.

      Five minutes after we got out of the train, we noticed someone standing at the end of the tracks, flanked by male and female soldiers. My brother said, “I see a man standing on a chair.”

      “Maybe because he is short,” guessed my mother and stared straight ahead to see what was happening. None of us imagined that the man standing at the head of the soldiers, receiving the long line of those who had gotten off the train – sometimes Josef Mengele himself, and sometimes another Nazi officer – would determine who would live and who would die. The man stood, a large stick in his hand, as though he were directing a satanic chorus that decided people’s fate.

      The air was filled with a strange smell that I couldn’t identify in my first hour at Auschwitz. Smoke rose from a chimney up to the sky, and I didn’t know what it meant.

      They separated my father from us and took him to the side with other men.

      Suddenly my mother began screaming the name of my ten-year-old brother, Yosef Shalom. The boy had disappeared in the swarm of people, and because of the tremendous crowding, it was impossible to find him. My mother called him in a panic, but my brother was nowhere to be found. Even today I still hope that they met up together later on.

      We walked together with a long line of women and children; alongside us was another long line of men and teenagers. We were surrounded by sobbing and screaming. Soldiers stood along the sides holding the leashes of terrifying dogs that were waiting for their masters to release them and command them to attack us.

      On both sides of us were high barbed-wire fences, but we couldn’t see the prisoners in this place, perhaps because at this hour they were closed up in their barracks.

      When we reached the head of the line, a female soldier quickly came up to me and shoved me to the right.

      My mother, who in her youth had studied in an Austro-Hungarian school in Komjat and spoke German, asked the soldier politely not to take me, since I was her daughter.

      The soldiers lifted the butts of their rifles and were about to beat my mother.

      I begged, “Mama, it doesn’t matter. Just don’t let them beat you.”

      My mother agreed, saying, “Go, so they won’t beat you, too.”

      At the same time they took more people out of the line. Behind us was a family from Komjat with ten children whose mother had died a month earlier. They separated out one of the older daughters, Ruchi Klein, who was eighteen years old, from her younger siblings and took her to the right.

      Ruchi began shouting at her younger siblings, “My orphans!”

      My good mother saw that they were about to beat Ruchi and told her, “Ruchele, you go to the other side and watch over Suri for me, and I’ll watch over your siblings.” Immediately she gathered the little orphans around her and gave them her hand.

      She even had time to turn her head to me and shout, “We’ll see each other in the evening!”

      Those were my mother’s last words: “We’ll see each other in the evening!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seventy Years Later

          

        

      

    

    
      As a second-generation Holocaust survivor, I went through the Holocaust in a different way at every age.

      When I was a child I thought to myself: I would have jumped from the train, escaped through the narrow crack in the window, and I wouldn’t have cared if I had cut my knee or broken my leg. I would have rolled over as I landed and would have run to the forest, joined the Partisans, lived with them, learned how to fight the Nazis, learned how to shoot a gun, and fought courageously for the right to be a human being and to live. I would not have gone to the gas chambers. No, no, they wouldn’t have taken me there.

      When I was fifteen and a half, I thought to myself: I would have behaved like my mother, who was my age at the time. I would not have escaped from the train, because I would not have left my parents and younger siblings behind. I would not have been able to live with the knowledge that I had escaped and left them to their fate. I would have gone to Auschwitz with my family and surely would have survived the initial selection. I would have spent my days in Auschwitz with courage, strength, and wisdom, like my mother did. I would have looked around me all the time with watchful, sharp eyes in every direction, ingeniously seeking ways to survive. I would not have given in to despair, or given up. I would have done anything necessary in order to survive. Or, on second thought, almost anything.

      When I was twenty-three, and my oldest son was placed in my arms for the first time, I thought to myself: if I were getting out of the train at this moment, the Nazis would surely have grabbed the infant from me and given him to one of the mothers to take him with the women and children marching forwards. They would have pushed me to the side, with the group of women who had passed the selection, having been determined fit to work. But I would not have been capable of separating from my son. I would have slipped away and run to join the line of women and children marching towards the unknown. I would have rocked the infant in my arms and walked with him into the gas chamber. I would not have been able to stay alive knowing that my son had been murdered.

      When I was thirty-eight, I thought to myself: now I am the age of my grandma, Blima Hershkovits, may God avenge her blood. She went to Auschwitz with six children. At that age I also had six small children.

      After a decade and a quarter, I reached the age of fifty-one and thought to myself: my grandma, Sheindel Leibovits, may God avenge her blood, arrived at Auschwitz at this age, when she was the mother of ten and grandmother of four. The Nazis viewed both my grandmothers as older women, caretakers of children, who would not be able to serve the Nazi machine by performing physical labor, and therefore sent them immediately to the gas chambers. Perhaps, at my present age, they would have sent me there, too.

      In every generation a person must see himself as though he were saved from Auschwitz.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            First Hours in Auschwitz

          

        

      

    

    
      The two lines, one of men and one of women, proceeded straight forwards, and gradually moved away from us. I was left on the platform with the other women who had been taken out of the line. It seems to me that perhaps one percent of the people had been sent off to the right with me. I didn’t know then whether it was a good thing or a bad thing. I hoped that we would meet again later on.

      Around us were scattered thousands of bags and packages left orphaned outside the train cars. They commanded us to stand in lines of five girls each. We stood there and waited. I was famished, needed the toilet, and was confused and filthy. Suddenly I saw my father. He stood together with the men who had been taken out of the main line, not far from me. I left my row and ran to him. He had a water bottle and gave me a little water to drink. Out of his bag he withdrew some bread and schmaltz (a spread of goose fat) that his sister, Faige Solomon, Shoni’s mother, had given him when he left the train. He dipped two slices of bread in the schmaltz and gave them to me. As I devoured the food, my hunger abated.

      I returned to my place in the women’s line. They led us away from the men’s group, making us walk a distance of about two kilometers. The place looked enormous to me, and at that time I had not yet even learned its name.

      At first we had difficulty walking in rows of five. Every once in a while, someone would get confused and move to a different line, but when we realized that anyone who mixed up the marching order got a powerful slap, we rapidly learned to walk in fives and not stray from our rows.
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        * * *

      

      We reached a bath house. Since I had eaten and drunk something, I was slightly more refreshed than I had been when we arrived. I was not particularly worried that they would do something bad to us, for I could not yet imagine that we had arrived at a genocide factory whose purpose was to destroy an entire people – an understanding too complex and satanical for the brain of a young girl. But as the oldest daughter, I worried in general about my family, about my sister Ruchi with the injured leg, and my brother Yosef Shalom, who had disappeared.

      We were instructed to undress. We were told that each one of us would get a locker where we could put our clothes and belongings. Every locker had a number, and they asked us to remember the number and where our locker was located. All my possessions at that moment were the clothes I had on – three shirts, a green sweater that I had knitted myself, a skirt, socks, and shoes. I was wearing no jewelry, since all our jewelry had been taken while we were in the Munkács Ghetto.

      The women in charge of us were themselves prisoners, Jews from Slovakia who had already been in Auschwitz for two to three years. They were tough, but at first they spoke to us politely.

      We were left standing in our underwear, glancing at each other with embarrassment. At this stage the commanders’ tough side took over, and they began beating us and screaming at us to strip completely. I felt as though the sky had fallen on me. I came from a home where we had comported ourselves modestly, and I had never seen anyone naked. I was in shock.
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        * * *

      

      Once we had taken off all our clothes, we were commanded to stand in rows before five or six women to have our hair cut. When my turn came I stood before one of these women, who were also Jews. The woman, a long-time prisoner in Auschwitz, began shaving the hair off my head with an electric shaver. Like any teenage girl, I had spent a lot of time fixing my hair. My hair was then brown and straight, falling to my shoulders, combed with a side part. In that period, curly hair was in fashion, so every night I would fold papers, tie them into my hair, and pray to wake up the next morning with curly hair. My sister Ruchi had light hair that was naturally curly, and she had bangs. In the ghetto, Ruchi and
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