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The Auschwitz Protocols: Ceslav Mordowicz and the Race to Save Hungary's Jews

			“A compelling account of life at Auschwitz, combined with a suspenseful story of a rare escape from that monstrous monument to evil, The Auschwitz Protocols offers precious insight into the unspeakable tragedy that was the Holocaust.” 

			—David I. Kertzer, Paul Dupee, Jr. University Professor of Social Science, Professor of Italian Studies at Brown University, and 2015 Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The Pope and Mussolini: The Secret History of Pius XI and the Rise of Fascism in Europe

			“Fred Bleakley sought to chronicle what had been entrusted to him a couple decades ago by Ceslav Mordowicz, an escapee from the Auschwitz death camp. The author has fulfilled his witness mission: to present to us the truth about this story that has caused much controversy to this day. A very skilled and accomplished journalist, he sheds light on interesting hitherto unknown details and contexts, while basing his views on important document sources. We owe him thanks for his determination, perseverance, and commitment. His book is an outstandingly interesting read.” 

			—Zoltán Tibori-Szabó, Habilitated Doctor, Professor at the Babes-Bolyai University of Cluj, Romania, and Director of the Institute for Holocaust and Genocide Studies of the same university

			“The Auschwitz Protocols follows the life of Ceslav Mordowicz who, together with Aronst Rosin, escaped from Auschwitz in May, 1944, and brought details of the Hungarian deportations to the outside world. The incredible escape of the two prisoners from Auschwitz is vividly described. This is an invaluable book, especially to a generation of young people who don’t recognize the word ‘Auschwitz.’” 

			—John H. Merey, survivor from wartime Budapest who, with his Jewish family, was on the Kasztner Train that transported them and other Jews to safety in June, 1944. He is now a medical doctor in Florida.

			“The Auschwitz Protocols is an excellent book. I wonder how many years it took to write on this difficult subject in such an accurate way. It is a very richly documented and extremely well-written page turner.” 

			—Avi Pazner, son of Dr. Chaim Pozner, a Jewish leader in Switzerland who helped put pressure on Regent Horthy to stop deportations from Budapest. He currently lives in Israel and was Israeli Ambassador to France and Italy. 
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INTRODUCTION

			On June 6, 1944, while the Allies were storming Normandy, thousands of Jewish men, women, and children from Hungary stumbled from cramped cattle car trains arriving at Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. At the same time, two escapees from Auschwitz, Czeslaw (Ceslav)1 Mordowicz, a twenty-four-year-old Polish Jew, and Arnost Rosin, a twenty-nine-year-old Slovakian Jew, were telling the local branch of the Bratislava Jewish Central Council (JCC) about the concentration camp. Beginning on May 15, they had seen, firsthand, the camp’s daily arrival of up to 12,000 Hungarian Jews. The arriving deportees had endured days of stifling heat, a lack of water, and, in each car, one overflowing bucket of human waste. They lined up as they got off the trains, with German shepherd dogs howling at them, where a uniformed SS physician flipped his thumb right or left. The lucky few moved to the right, fit for labor. The others would soon be lying dead inside the camp’s gas chambers. As one historian put it, the Hungarian Holocaust was “the most concentrated and methodical deportation and massacre program of the war, a slaughter machine that functioned, perfectly oiled, for forty-six days on end.”2

			The mass deportations of Hungary’s remaining Jews ended on July 6 on the order of Hungary’s leader Miklós Horthy. Just hours later they would have been rounded up from the center of Budapest for deportation to Auschwitz.3 Ceslav Mordowicz played a catalytic role in making that happen. This is Mordowicz’s story: from the start of the war, his life in the ghetto, and his year and a half in Auschwitz, to his harrowing escape and cunning ways of avoiding recapture until he was finally caught, only to be deported in a nightmarish return to Auschwitz. This is also the story of Mordowicz’s determination to tell of the horrors of Auschwitz. By doing so, his and his partner’s testimony corroborated the gruesome reports of two prior Auschwitz successful escapes, that of Walter Rosenberg (Rudolf Vrba) and Alfred “Fredo” Wetzler on April 7, 1944, and that of Jerzy Tabeau, known as the “Polish Major,” six months earlier. Those previous escapees had not been taken seriously until then by the officials who could make a difference.4 Together, the accounts of those three escapees have become the now famous Auschwitz Protocols, released by the US War Refugee Board to widespread press coverage in late 1944 and used by the prosecution in the postwar Nuremberg war trials of Nazi leaders.

			In the decades following the war, historians and documentary filmmakers have focused largely on the Vrba/Wetzler report for the international pressure on Horthy to protect Hungary’s remaining Jews. The importance of the Vrba/Wetzler report, as well as that of the “Polish Major” Tabeau, is irrefutable. However, the significance of the Mordowicz/Rosin Auschwitz report in corroborating and drawing further attention to those two reports has not been sufficiently recognized. A major reason stems from misstatements in the introduction of the Auschwitz Protocols. The misstatements by the War Refugee Board (WRB) are detailed in the coda of this book. In contrast, my research shows that the Mordowicz/Rosin report gave religious and Allied officials more reason to see the truth of Auschwitz and put pressure on Horthy to save his country’s remaining Jews.

			I first heard of Ceslav in 1995, after Union College history professor Stephen Berk gave a lecture at a synagogue in Toronto. He cited Ceslav as an “unsung hero” of the war, adding that it wasn’t known whether he was still alive. Hearing this, a woman in the audience rose and pointed to the man sitting beside her, saying, “Ceslav is right here!” A few months later, he received an honorary degree at Union College’s graduation ceremony. As a writer at the Wall Street Journal, I attended the ceremony on a Sunday in June of that year to hear Union’s president, Roger H. Hull, announce that Mordowicz “was one of four brave Jews. The news you and your fellow escapees brought helped alert the world to the horrors of the Nazi death camps.” My short article on Mordowicz, published in the Journal the following week, led to the US Holocaust Museum interviewing Mordowicz for its archive of oral histories.5 That article also put me on the road to writing this book. The sheer drama of the race to save the last Jews of Hungary captured my interest. Ceslav’s story could not be told without the background of Hungary’s on-again, off-again embrace of its Jewish population. I knew I needed to give the story “sweep and scope,” as one of my former editors, John Lee of the New York Times, once stressed. But my day job and family came first. So I stored away all my interviews with Ceslav from 1995 to 1997 and waited until retirement several years ago to pursue the broader context of Ceslav’s story.6

			There have been several versions of this dramatic period written by Holocaust historians, most of them compiled decades after the war and delivered in an academic style. Many of these accounts differ on or leave vague the steps that led to Horthy’s decision. The questions about the timing of Horthy’s knowledge of the Holocaust and the Hungarian administration’s role in the deportations remain a hot debate, fueled by the current regime and its supporters to minimize Hungarian responsibility. My challenge was to read the literature, sift through the inconsistencies, delve into archives, and conduct interviews to render a reasonable account of the Hungarian Holocaust and the role Ceslav Mordowicz had in helping to save the Jews of Budapest.

			Would the Vrba/Wetzler report have garnered the attention it deserved without the corroboration of Ceslav and Arnost’s report? Was Ceslav Mordowicz, the leader of his escape with Rosin, just a bit player in Horthy’s momentous decision? Had Professor Berk overreached when he referred to Mordowicz as an unsung hero? I did not come away with conclusive, cause-and-effect evidence that the Mordowicz/Rosin report prompted the appeals to Horthy by religious and political leaders. But it was obvious that the connection and chronology of the events preceded the order to end deportations.

			I took some liberties in telling this story as a narrative nonfiction, rather than as a strictly historical account. But I did not alter, nor purposely omit, important facts. I also had a point to make in writing this book. A catalyst, which I believe Ceslav was in this case, can be the missing link essential to the outcome of a significant event. But catalysts are often overshadowed. I didn’t want Ceslav to be forgotten or remembered only as a footnote in this remarkable chapter of history.

		

		




CHAPTER ONE

			War Comes to Mława

			Usually, when twenty-year-old Ceslav Mordowicz would sit down to the evening meal with his family at their modest home in Mława, a small city in northern Poland, the table talk was about the oddities of his father Herman’s grain business or the always dramatic life of his sixteen-year-old sister, Rachel. Ceslav, who had graduated the Hebrew gymnasium at the top of his class, would sometimes add how close he was to earning enough money from tutoring high school students—he taught them math, science, and even German—to attend the University of Warsaw.

			But the Thursday evening of August 31, 1939, was different. Anna, Ceslav’s mother, put aside the apron she wore while dishing out leftover meat pierogis from the early afternoon main meal and brought up the topic of the day. The radio and newspapers had been speculating about a potential invasion of Poland by Germany, stemming from the pact that Germany and the Soviet Union had signed about a week earlier. Rumor had it that the two had agreed to partition Poland. Herman and Ceslav dove right into the discussion, but it frightened Rachel. So, the subject was dropped.

			“I’m going out,” Ceslav said after downing a glass of steeped black tea. There weren’t any new Gary Cooper cowboy movies at the Mława cinema, so Ceslav planned on strolling around the town square with his friends. On several days of the week, Mława served as the hub of the region’s agricultural trade. The square would bustle with farmers from nearby villages, whose horse-drawn wagons were filled with chickens, geese, turkeys, vegetables, and fruit. Peasants on foot carried straw baskets filled with butter and cheese, along with pies and pastries, to sell in the center of the open square.

			The evenings were more relaxed. On his way to the square Ceslav passed a large rose garden in full bloom, a reminder, he thought, of all that is good. At about eight p.m., Ceslav found his friends in the square, which was lined with coffee houses, restaurants, a movie theater, and a tavern. It soon seemed like half of Mława was in the square, enjoying one of the last days of summer. Jews made up about a third of the city’s population, but anti-Semitism had been growing since Poland’s independence after WWI. Some non-Jews were urging neighbors not to frequent Jewish shops and fights between Jew and Christian youth groups were common in Mława’s parks. Mława had had a Jewish community since the mid-sixteenth century and had come to be known for its Jewish intellectuals and philosophers. It was the birthplace of some of Poland’s best writers and socialist politicians. Since the late nineteenth century it had also bred proponents of the Zionist movement, with their calls for a separate Jewish state. Ceslav and his family were of the modern sect of Orthodox Jews who would blend into society in manners and dress, rather than ultra-Orthodox, which is more conservative and reclusive.

			The talk among Ceslav and his group of friends that evening kept returning to what Germany would do next. Germany had occupied the Czech lands, Bohemia and Moravia, in March 1939, shredding the Munich Pact that it had signed with Britain, France, and Italy in September 1938. This aggressive act prompted Britain and France’s offer to guarantee the borders of Poland and Romania, which would mean war if Germany went any further. The nonaggression agreement signed by Germany and the Soviet Union on August 23, 1939, left little doubt that an attack on Poland was imminent. Some of Ceslav’s friends held out hope, making bets with each other about whether England and France would ever let that happen. Little did they know that at that very moment, a million and a half German troops and 2,000 bombers and fighter planes were massed on the Polish border.

			Ceslav still had to prepare for the next day’s tutoring, so he said goodbye to his pals around 10:30, taking a longer route home to think about the conversations they’d had about Germany. It angered him that Adolf Hitler and the Nazis viewed Poles, and Jews especially, as racially inferior to Germans. He had learned their language in the summers as a youth vacationing with his family in Danzig (now Gdansk), a trading port on the Baltic Sea, where German was the regional language. And his friends sometimes kidded him that he might be German, since he looked like one. When Ceslav turned the corner and saw the lights on in his home at #8 Wojtowstwo Street, his thoughts turned to what would happen to his father, mother, and sister if Germany invaded Poland. Hours later, the sound of bombs exploding on the outskirts of Mława shook Ceslav from sleep. World War II had begun. Mława was in north central Poland, about ten miles southwest of the border of Prussia, the largest federal state in the German republic. By five in the morning, as the explosions grew louder, Ceslav could see fires rising from parts of Mława and scurried activity on the street below his second floor window.

			Around dawn, low-flying German planes began strafing the city. Panic in homes and on the streets quickly turned into mass evacuation. Ceslav was amazed to see so many people so well organized, as if they all knew what to do and where to go. There were hardly any cars, just horse-drawn wagons and people on foot, many carrying babies while pushing their strollers stuffed with clothes, silverware, and their family’s jewels. The Mordowicz family was hurriedly packing when Herman received a telephone call around seven in the morning from the foreman of Michael Steiner, a local farmer he knew well. The foreman told Herman that Steiner, a German, had been jailed several days earlier by the Polish military. Now, he, the foreman, and the five other farm workers did not know what to do or where to go. Herman, who had bought all the farm’s grain for years, was the only friendly authority figure they knew. “Come fast to me,” he said, telling the foreman to harness his largest wagon with strong horses. An hour later, the Mordowicz family climbed aboard the same wagon, which was already crowded with six farm workers. Heading out of Mława, they joined the throngs of families surging out of the city. German planes swooped down on them like easy prey. As shells blasted to the rear and sides of the wagon, the horses bucked. Ceslav wrapped his arm around his frightened sister.

			“Turn into the field,” yelled Herman, pointing the way to the foreman who controlled the reins. Herman knew where he was going. Steiner’s brother, another one of Herman’s grain suppliers, had a farm about twenty miles south of Mława. It took all day to get there. The road they left had become impassable from the bombs that were still falling behind and ahead of them. Finally, after cutting across one wheat or rye field after another, they spotted his farmhouse. Though he wanted to help, Michael Steiner’s brother feared drawing too much attention from the Polish military because of what happened to his brother. He fed the group dinner and said, “Please, sleep in the garden shed tonight and take to the woods in the morning.” The Mordowicz family and farm workers made space for themselves in the shed and bedded down. Herman hoped he could persuade the foreman to return to Mława the next day to see if their home had survived the shelling.

			The following morning, Ceslav woke up and, stepping outside, saw German fighter planes flying through clouds of smoke rising from burning villages outside of Mława. Returning home was out of the question. “The war is following us,” Ceslav told his family. The shed’s inhabitants quickly gathered their belongings and ran into the nearby woods, where they hid the rest of the day and night under the cover of ash, maple, alder, and linden trees. Occasionally, Ceslav and his family would furtively dash into the fields to grab some carrots or potatoes, only to be sent fleeing back to the woods by machine-gunning planes.

			Ceslav’s father and the foreman walked out of earshot from their gypsy-like encampment that evening to discuss their next move. Herman said if his relatives in Warsaw were safe, they might help. The foreman was skeptical but agreed on the chance that he and his fellow workers could find jobs there. They set out again in the crowded wagon, stopping at farms along the seventy-five-mile journey to pick vegetables, all the while getting more and more depressed by the devastation they saw in one village after another. It took a week to get to Warsaw, interrupted by flights into the woods as Luftwaffe planes circled overhead. The weary group arrived in Warsaw just as night had fallen. Having left the workers with the horse and wagon on the outskirts of the city, Ceslav and his family trudged through block after block of the ruined city.

			Seeing the raging fires and hearing the exploding bombs and human misery, Ceslav said to himself, “This is for Dante, not for me.” The Germans were dropping more than 600 tons of bombs on Warsaw—at the time, the largest air raid in history. The combination of aerial bombardment and artillery fire reduced much of the historic city center to rubble. Buildings were falling like so many houses of cards. Ceslav and his family spent the night in the sheltered area of a courtyard. The next morning, Ceslav said he would go out to look for some food. He opened the gate to the courtyard and saw across the street a large building collapsed on all sides, still burning. Among the rubble he could see arms, legs, and three or four people half buried. They were screaming. All of a sudden the last wall collapsed inwards—Mercifully, Ceslav thought—silencing their cries.

			For the next three weeks, bombs fell incessantly on Warsaw. The Mordowicz family spent their days searching for places to hide, sleeping inside churches and the lobbies of still-standing apartment buildings. Food was scarce, and the vegetables they had gathered from farms on the trek to Warsaw soon ran out. Nothing worked: no telephones, no water, no power. It was a city under siege. “It’s time to leave,” Ceslav’s father announced one morning. With Warsaw in ruins, he had abandoned hope of finding friends and relatives in the city. They needed to flee. But to where? The farm workers and their wagon had long gone. And so the hungry and despondent family had to walk to the only home they knew: Mława.





CHAPTER TWO

			Fate Steps In

			Without a wagon, the walk back to Mława was painfully slow for the weakened Mordowicz family. They shuffled mile after mile. While scavenging a farm for potatoes and carrots to eat on the fourth day of their trek, Ceslav and his sister Rachel wondered aloud to each other how they were going to survive. At least fifty miles still lay ahead. Suddenly, they both stopped what they were doing and looked at each other. Rachel spoke first, saying only the name “Shulamith.” Ceslav knew exactly who Rachel meant: they could seek help from the family of one of her friends, Shulamith Perelmutter, who lived in Płońsk, a small city about thirty-seven miles south of Mława. He was already smitten with Shulamith, an eighteen-year-old blonde of medium height with blue eyes and a carefree manner. Rachel had introduced them a month earlier, and after a few days had gone by, Ceslav rode his bike from Mława to Płońsk for a visit. On his return ride, he was whistling and full of hope.

			“Of course, how can I help?” Shulamith said when they showed up a few days later at the grocery store run by her divorced mother. They lived above the store with Shulamith’s fifteen-year-old sister, Hadassa. Ceslav’s heart beat a little faster as he took in Shulamith’s warm and understanding smile. But he couldn’t return it. More than a month on the run, hungry, sleeping in the woods or in shells of bombed-out homes had taken its toll. The thought that he and his family were filthy, probably smelled, and had the haggard look of starving beggars made him lower his head in embarrassment. “First, we need petroleum jelly to get rid of lice,” Ceslav said shyly. “Then, please, a corner to get cleaned,” he added, averting her eyes. Over the next two days, Ceslav was impressed with Shulamith’s optimism and how she made him laugh by poking fun at his sorry state. As he regained his strength, he helped her stock the shelves in the store and watched as she slipped extra food into the bags of shoppers who could barely afford what little they had bought. Young and in love, Ceslav told his father, mother, and sister he would not be joining them on the journey to Mława. As they trudged off the next day, laden with baskets of food from Shulamith’s mother, Ceslav waved goodbye with Shulamith at his side.

			Ceslav became the much-needed male presence in Shulamith’s family. To Hadassa, he was the big brother she always wanted, quick to take her side when she felt put upon by her older sister or mother. To Shulamith’s mother, he was the smart, hard-working partner who kept the books, made deliveries, and relieved her of the burden of running a business alone. And to Shulamith, he was like the boy next door who grew up to be a handsome confidant who just might share her future. Not to mention, it was good to have a man in the house as German soldiers roamed the streets. In the weeks and months following the invasion, 1.5 million German soldiers took over the country. The Polish army folded quickly, including at the Battle of Mława, north of the city. Local resistance groups formed, but they, too, were no match for the Germans. When a half million Soviet soldiers arrived from the east that fall, the two invading forces carved up the country as originally planned.

			Ordinary shopkeepers like Mrs. Perelmutter were left to ply their business, while German troops began rounding up professionals, politicians, professors, priests, journalists, landowners—anyone in authority who might stir up protests or resistance. The deaths began right away. In September, there were 200 executions every day in Płońsk. “We could be next,” Ceslav said to Shulamith as they heard the gunfire from a mass execution in the town square. But where could they go? The same thing was happening in villages and cities across Poland. Trapped, Ceslav and Mrs. Perelmutter went about their business. He was torn between joining the resistance and staying with Shulamith. Hoping that they might somehow escape Poland, he and Shulamith decided to get married. Europe’s immigration laws at the time were difficult to navigate. As a married couple, they would stand a better chance of being accepted in a friendly country if they found a way out. In late 1940, a rabbi performed the ceremony in Ceslav’s parents’ home in Mława, surrounded by friends and relatives. Sadness and fear lingered behind the shouts of “mazel tov!” the traditional wish on such occasions for long health and happiness.

			A few months later, shop after shop in Płońsk had to be turned over to German citizens. Hitler had written in his 1925 Mein Kampf manifesto that the destiny of Germany was to expand into Eastern Europe to provide living space for the German people. Mrs. Perelmutter’s grocery store was taken over by Daniel Doring, a carpenter from Germany. In his late thirties, he arrived with instructions from his homeland to turn the store and its warehouse into a furniture factory. At first, Doring allowed Ceslav and the three females to continue living next to the factory in two small rooms. Doring didn’t feel sympathy for the family; rather, he was impressed with Ceslav’s industriousness. Doring had seen right away that Ceslav had the account books in perfect shape, was clearly advising Mrs. Perelmutter on the right amount of inventory to carry, and had a pleasant, but authoritative manner in handling difficult situations with suppliers and customers. He believed that the young man could help run the new factory, which would produce handmade furniture for delivery to Nazi officials locally and in Germany. Ceslav soon began taking care of the factory’s books as the evolution of the grocery store to furniture factory took place.

			“You don’t look like a Jew,” Doring told Ceslav one day. This was true. Handsome and blue-eyed and swept-back, light brown hair, Ceslav could have passed for an Aryan—especially since he spoke German fluently. That appearance would come in handy when life in Płońsk changed dramatically one day in May 1941. Ceslav heard commotion in the streets and saw German troops with drawn guns ordering the neighboring Jews from their homes. He, Mrs. Perelmutter, and her two daughters were the next family taken on a march to the poorest section of Płońsk. It was several square blocks of one-story buildings or abandoned warehouses where they would live with poor families who had no indoor plumbing. A seven-foot-high picket fence with barbed wire surrounded the ghetto, with guarded gates at the center of each side. Every day Ceslav saw the area become more crowded, with eventually 8,000 Jews and less and less food available at the central soup kitchen.

			In Mława, Herman Mordowicz, Anna, and Rachel joined 6,500 Jewish neighbors in a similar ghetto around the same time. What surprised and disappointed Ceslav and both of his families was not that the Nazis took such harsh measures; it was the complicity of so many Christian neighbors who, to date, had not joined in the rising tide of anti-Semitism in Poland. Now, virtually no one objected to the ghetto segregations, and many non-Jewish Poles were quick to point out the hiding places of Jews the Nazis could not find.
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