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As Jew, and non-Jew, sharing a story of hope and resilience in the darkest moments, we dedicate this book to our grandchildren. May they use the lessons of the past to build a better future.





‘There’s no survivor who didn’t experience absolute miracles.’

YAAKOV YOSEF WEISS






[image: A plan of Auschwitz 2 Birkenau in Summer 1994. The gas chambers and crematoriums 2 through 5, the pits for burning bodies, women’s camp B1, men’s camp B2, the football pitch, CANADA and B3 were in the west. The main gate, unloading platform, block 11, the route to Auschwitz 1 and SS barracks were in the east.]



INTRODUCTION

The Sanctity of Memory

A BLIND MAN SITS, SUPPORTED by grey cushions, in a bay window on the top floor of his London home, marking time with his left foot as he sings songs of remembrance. Hershel Herskovic is approaching his ninety-eighth birthday, but when he throws his head back, and his face softens into a full-toothed smile, he exudes the spirit of the rebellious, mischievous child he once was.

Naftali Schiff, one of the world’s leading collators of Holocaust testimony, leans forward towards him, as if in the old man’s gravitational pull. I am to their right, perched on the edge of a two-seater settee, feeding in questions that are answered in a mixture of Yiddish and English, joy and sorrow, reflection and urgency.

On this hot June afternoon in 2024, when the sun, filtered through net curtains, dapples a patterned mustard carpet, and the sound of children at play rises from the street below, we are both aware we are touching history. It has taken Naftali nearly twenty years to reach this point in confirming details of the Holocaust’s last great untold story.

He believes Hershel is the only living survivor among fifty-one boys reprieved from the gas chamber at Auschwitz-Birkenau on Simchat Torah, one of the most festive days of the Jewish calendar, which fell on 10 October in 1944. That something so life-affirming, so miraculous, can happen amidst such monumental evil is simultaneously sobering and inspiring. Hershel regards it as providential.

Hungary was the Final Solution’s final frontier. Hitler was forced to wait a year before his plans for an extermination campaign there were put into operation between May and July 1944. The Second World War was being lost, yet some 424,000 Hungarian Jews were deported in those months to Auschwitz-Birkenau. A further 140,000 were murdered later in the year. In Budapest thousands were shot on the banks of the Danube and their bodies thrown into the river.

Heinrich Himmler, the principal architect of the Holocaust, set the Auschwitz command structure a minimum target of 5,000 deaths a day, but, though precise figures are hard to come by, it is thought four times that many were killed when the annihilation programme was at its height. Four crematoria operated ceaselessly, and additional bodies were burned in open-air pits.

Eighty years later, in that top-floor room in London, lined with leather-bound books of scriptures, written in braille, Hershel Herskovic would reflect, with a crushing weight of desolation, that ‘the Germans were determined that no Jews would be left alive’.

He was one of 800 Hungarian Jews, largely aged between thirteen and seventeen, who were marched to Crematorium 5 by twenty-five bayonet-wielding SS men. They were forced to strip, then herded into the so-called bathhouse in a killing field where around a million Jews, and another 120,000 ‘undesirables’, spent their final moments in unimaginable agony.

Victims simply do not walk off the gallows when the noose is around their neck, yet for the fifty-one boys who would reemerge this was its equivalent. The Sonderkommando, Jewish prisoners who postponed their own execution by disposing of corpses, crushing bones and spreading ashes, had closed the vents. Dr Josef Mengele, the Angel of Death, was primed to oversee the release of Zyklon B hydrogen-cyanide gas pellets into the chamber.

The heavy front doors were being closed when three German officers, including another infamous SS doctor, Heinz Thilo, arrived on motorbikes, and ordered the evacuation of the chamber. They selected fifty boys to unload and plant a consignment of potatoes, which had arrived in the camp’s railway sidings from Greece.

They were lined up in rows of five in such haste that the guards did not notice an additional boy, who had hidden in a pile of discarded clothing before sneaking into the line. They were ordered to dress quickly; Hershel did so in such a hurry that he selected two right-footed shoes.

Their doomed companions were driven back into the chamber, to meet their fate. The last words they heard were uttered by SS-Obersturmführer Johann Schwarzhuber, the officer who oversaw the gassing programme and would later be executed for his war crimes. One of the reprieved boys, Yaakov Yosef Weiss, never forgot the venom in his voice: ‘Werfen sie in den Ofen’ – ‘Throw them into the oven.’ One boy chose suicide and threw himself at the electric fence.

This is a story of contrasts and contradictions, of hope and horror, of faith, fate and fortitude. It features inhumane cruelty and human kindness, and begs the question what we, in a subsequent generation, would do with a second chance at life. In an age of denial and disinformation, the story emphasizes the sanctity of memory.

It is a cross between a morality play and a detective story, and has, as its centrepiece, the only recorded instance of a group of Jewish prisoners being removed from a gas chamber and given the chance to live. Even for someone as well versed in the folklore of the Holocaust as Naftali, its drama ‘hit me full in the face’.

He had initially heard of the legend of the fifty-one in the late 1990s, through one of his earliest contacts among the survivors, Eva ‘Bobby’ Neumann. She had settled in Manchester and continues to provide a thought-provoking perspective on her experiences in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Nevertheless, Naftali was not specifically seeking to tell their tale.

As a Rabbi, community leader and educator, his principal motivation in taking the testimonies of hundreds of survivors was to provide a link to a younger generation. He sought to influence through the insight of those who had faced the ultimate evil, and who posed a profound question that has renewed relevance in an era of increasing antisemitism.

‘It’s complicated to be a Jew,’ he reasoned. ‘The post-Holocaust generation saw that. In the drive for prosperity in the latter half of the twentieth century, many Jews felt they had earned the right to raise a generation in comfort and pleasure, so it was no wonder they lost their religion. They asked, “Where was God in Auschwitz?” I was fascinated to understand why some people who were there, who saw their family and friends murdered, would want to return to their faith, or even to live lives of moral virtue.’

The question is sociological as well as theological. It touches on the essence of humanity, and the importance of heritage. Time is a tyrant; gradually, the voices of the Holocaust are being stilled. It is imperative that they are captured, for future generations, before they are silenced completely.

As a non-Jew, I feel a special sense of responsibility to protect the authenticity of memory. When you sit with these men and women in their twilight years, they have nothing to hide. If they like you, they will tell you. If they feel you are impertinent, or superficial, they will not camouflage their feelings.

I first came across Naftali when he introduced me to Josef Lewkowicz, a survivor of six camps who subsequently hunted down one of the Second World War’s great monsters, Amon Göth, commandant of the Płaszów concentration camp. Collaborating on Josef’s Holocaust memoir remains one of the most rewarding personal and professional experiences of my life.

I identify with Naftali when he characterizes survivors as the greatest teachers, because of their extreme humanity. They have looked death in the face, and escaped its grasp. They have no fear in living life, and of passing on that freedom to their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

Speaking of whom, the extended families of survivors whose first-hand accounts of endurance are woven through this book total more than 1,000 people. All owe their existence to fate; if those three SS men had arrived on their motorcycles a minute later, they would not exist.

The fifty-one boys were products of an ultra-Orthodox upbringing, and shaped by the inherited disciplines of their faith. We will follow them from childhood, through incarceration and tragedy, to rebirth, adulthood, old age and death. Their lives, long and successful, are elevated from whispers and myths by the diligence of Naftali’s research, and his affinity with his subject.

He runs a network of charities from two office blocks in North London. In one, he organizes educational programmes for sixty-five schools and twenty-three universities, including visits to concentration camps by youth groups and trainee leaders. In the other, he oversees outreach work and a study centre.

When I last visited, on a grey late-spring day in 2025, the ground floor was given over to a foodbank that fed 1,700 members of the local community. The first floor was set aside for the study of Jewish texts; while writing this book I often summoned the memory of two young men, their heads inches apart across a small desk as they earnestly discussed the significance and integral meaning of the texts spread out before them.

They were pulling at the threads of their faith, just as we pull at the threads of history. Naftali recentres himself by praying three times a day, but his devotion is neither introspective nor arcane. The values he promotes within his organization – Aspiration, Authenticity, Balance, Care, Humility, Passion, Relevance, Responsibility, Trust and Unity – are universal.

Four of the first six surviving boys he found from the fifty-one – Yaakov Yosef Weiss, Chaim Schwimmer, Wolf Greenwald and David ‘Dugo’ Leitner – have passed away. Their legacy is a unique series of filmed interviews, detailing their experiences in Auschwitz-Birkenau, and their subsequent life lessons.

Their recollections are augmented by the eyewitness accounts of two more Hungarian Jewish boys who made it out alive, Avigdor Neumann and Yisroel Abelesz, and by the first-hand reflections of Yosef Zalman Kleinman, the youngest of 110 witnesses at the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961.

Kleinman’s memories are acute, emotional without being overwrought. He embodied a survivor’s innate resilience during the Covid epidemic, when he posed for photographs in the narrow doorway of his apartment in Jerusalem, wearing a prison cap and a striped jacket with his Auschwitz number, 114968, above his heart.

In some instances, he held a photograph of his extended family, to symbolize the promise of the future. In others, he sought to address contemporary concerns with a note that read: ‘We will get through this.’ Naftali interviewed Kleinman in Israel in August 2020; he passed away, aged ninety-one, in May 2021.

Gathering testimony is not an exact science, since reminiscences are inevitably individualized. When old men tell their tales, recall can be selective, and beauty is invariably in the eye of the beholder. Yet there is a golden thread of authenticity to their reflections, which cannot be denied.

Yaakov Yosef Weiss, who was from Szilágysomlyó, which became known as Șimleu Silvaniei after it passed from Hungarian to Romanian control in 1944, was the first of the fifty-one to be tracked down by Naftali, at his home in Manchester two days before Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, in late September 2007.

‘Who are you?’ a gruff disembodied voice thundered across the intercom, in response to the ringing of his doorbell. ‘What do you want?’ Naftali, an honours student in the art of thinking fast on his feet, replied that his Rabbi had sent him to seek Weiss out ‘because anyone who has a number [an Auschwitz tattoo] and got out of that place with his faith has the power to bestow blessing’.

A tall, imposing figure emerged, framed by the doorway. Yaakov might have been intrigued by the younger man’s audacity, but it was not until July 2011 that he agreed to submit to a filmed interview. He had an agile brain and an encyclopaedic knowledge of the scriptures that aided philosophical debate, but he had little fondness for personal projection.

Weiss carried himself with a natural dignity, radiated an indomitable faith, and spoke with convincing clarity in measured, even tones, but it was his physical presence that left a lasting impression. He answered to the nickname of ‘Tarzan’ and had an unmistakable aura of authority.

A Rabbi, hugely respected in his community, he had a survivor’s self-sufficiency, and a painfully acquired perspective. ‘In the camp you see who has good character, and who is rotten,’ he reflected. ‘I have seen millionaires crawling for a piece of bread, and I’ve seen clever people being diminished to stupidities.’

He passed away, aged eighty-two, on 30 October 2013. It was not until November the following year, in the Jewish communities of New York, that two more of the fifty-one, Wolf Greenwald and Chaim Schwimmer, were discovered, living four blocks from one another in the Borough Park district of Brooklyn.

Despite the profundity of their shared experience, the pair were not especially close. Wolf never attended the annual Seudat Hodoya, a so-called gratitude meal, hosted by Chaim at the Satmar Synagogue on 52nd Street for almost sixty years on the anniversary of their reprieve from the gas chamber. No slight was intended; Wolf’s life simply had different priorities.

Wolf had just celebrated his fourteenth birthday when he was transported to Auschwitz-Birkenau from Hajuduhadhaz, a town on Hungary’s Northern Great Plain. After liberation, he made it his life’s work to nurture future generations. He was revered for his commitment to his community, and spent fifty-five years as an administrator at a religious school in Borough Park.

Many of his twelve children became teachers, ensuring the family’s educational legacy. Like most of the fifty-one, he had been driven to honour the values instilled in him by his mother, from whom he was separated on their arrival in Auschwitz. He insisted: ‘The best way to teach is by example.’

‘My mother would have given the poor the clothes off her back. We were not a rich home, but she would spot a poor man, invite him in, and give him two slices of bread and butter. I never got the chance to say goodbye to her. So many people had their souls marched to the crematorium. It was such a lonely place.’

For Naftali, the dominoes began to fall when Chaim mentioned that his London-based cousin, Hershel Herskovic, was another of the fifty-one. Together with Hershel’s younger brother Yisroel, who escaped from the holding pen the night before their intended execution, they came from Munkacs, a commercial crossroads in the Transcarpathian region that typified the turbulence of the times.

The town was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire until the end of the First World War, and was subsumed into Czechoslovakia in 1920. The Nazi annexation of the Sudetenland in 1938 led to fascist Hungarians seizing control of Munkacs until 1945, when, as Mukacevo, it became part of western Ukraine.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Jewish community was deep rooted and self-supportive. Until Yisroel made his break for freedom, leaping from the roof of their barracks before finding refuge with some Russian prisoners of war, the three boys had been inseparable in the camp. Chaim and Hershel entered the gas chamber together, determined to be as close in death as they were in life.

Hershel subsequently saved Chaim’s life on two occasions. Chaim would not have survived an initial death march, following the evacuation of Auschwitz-Birkenau in January 1945, without his cousin placing Chaim’s hands into the pockets of his own jacket, and dragging him behind him. Both knew that to stumble would be fatal.

Their ordeal was far from over when they reached Mauthausen concentration camp, where, in freezing temperatures, they lived in tents for two months from the start of February. Chaim was barely clinging to life following a second, gruelling, 60-kilometre march to Gunskirchen, on which around a quarter of the 20,000 prisoners died.

Hershel vividly remembers the pity in the eyes of their American liberators, who arrived in early May: ‘Chaim looked so ill. He could no longer walk, and his eyes were bulging. I was so exhausted I couldn’t think. They saw us and shook their heads. They obviously didn’t think there was any way we could live.’

Chaim takes up the story: ‘I got typhus and laid unconscious on the floor of an old hut in the woods for five days when we were liberated. My cousin thought I was about to die and begged the Americans to take me to hospital. They agreed, and nuns looked after me. I was full of lice, which they brushed off with steel rods. After they washed me, I slept for two days. When I woke up, I was a new person. It was a kind of divine intervention.’

Following brief spells in France and England on an orphans’ relocation programme immediately after the war, Chaim moved to Montreal. The owner of a successful paper-products company, he spent twenty-nine years in Canada before settling in New York. He had five sons, fifty-three grandchildren and around 200 great-grandchildren when he died, aged ninety-four, in Brooklyn in May 2024.

Survivors tend to be complex, multidimensional characters, because they are products of a complex, multidimensional age. In emotional terms they are often like icebergs; a powerful presence with a hint of the unknown, since much lies beneath the surface.

Hershel is officially known by his mother’s family name, Herskovic, but in an interview for Steven Spielberg’s Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation, conducted in London in July 1997, he referred to himself as Solomon Taub, his father’s family name, which was taken by his younger brother Yisroel.

Such idiosyncrasy was common, in the shifting social, cultural and geopolitical climate in areas like Munkacs. Hershel’s parents were married in a religious ceremony, but their union was not officially recognized by the state, because of his father’s Galician origins. In such circumstances, families often used the mother’s family name.

It would also have been a prudent response to the plight of his father, who was in hiding at the time, because of the dangers of deportation to Poland. Yisroel felt able to take his father’s name, Taub, in the brief interlude of optimism in the early phase of the Second World War, when Munkacs moved from Czech to Hungarian control.

For the purposes of this book, we will continue to refer to him as Hershel Herskovic. The twists and turns of the project were borne out soon after I met him when, by chance, I read an article on the Jewish Telegraphic Agency, from October 2011, which led to the discovery that he was not the only living survivor among the fifty-one.

The ‘Seeking Kin’ column, by Hillell Kuttler, related the story of Mordechai Eldar, who was living in Herzliya, in the central coast area of Israel. He was looking for fellow beneficiaries of the Simchat Torah reprieve, and had made contact with one, Mordechai Linder, just before Linder’s death in the summer of 2011.

Eldar met up with another survivor, David ‘Dugo’ Leitner, but it was not until a follow-up article was published in 2016 that a breakthrough was made. Eldar received two emails in a week; the first was from Isaac Schwimmer, Chaim’s grandson, who also mentioned Wolf Greenwald, the grandfather of his wife’s brother-in-law.

The second was from Harry Ullman in London. He was a friend of Hershel Herskovic and had also known Yaakov Yosef Weiss. Chaim, Hershel and Wolf all admitted they did not know Eldar, and were unaware of his search, but his recollections, of what he arrestingly called an ‘exciting’ shared experience, because ‘exciting is the only word to describe it’, were clear and authentic.

Eldar, too, endured the second death march to Gunskirchen, where, weakened chronically by typhus, he was helped to a refugee camp by his American liberators. He returned briefly to his home town of Campulung La Tisa in Transylvania, where the only survivors of an extended family of fifty were his sisters, Ita and Sarah, and an aunt. He was reunited with his brother, Yehuda, in Germany in January 1946.

The four surviving siblings settled in the new state of Israel. Mordechai, a fervent Zionist, served in the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) for thirty years, suffering a serious head wound in battle before retiring as a lieutenant general. He subsequently worked in construction and logistics management, and recently had his first great-grandchild.

When I passed on the two relevant articles inspired by his search to Naftali, he checked through his archives and found, to his great surprise, that he had forgotten a filmed interview he had conducted with Eldar in August 2023. It was a relatively simple task to confirm he was still alive, and playing a prominent role in Holocaust education.

His great friend Dugo Leitner, whom Naftali interviewed in Israel in August 2020, was a magnetic individual with a sharp sense of humour and a telling sense of optimism. He was established as a national treasure when he passed away, aged ninety-three, on Tisha Be’Av, the saddest day of the Jewish calendar, in July 2023.

The fondness towards Leitner owed much to his annual ritual of eating falafels on 18 January, the day he set off westwards on the death march from Auschwitz in early 1945. He ate them because they reminded him of the bilkelach, the golden-brown dough balls made by his mother, who was gassed within hours of the family’s arrival at the camp.

Such was the impact of Leitner’s simple act of homage that, by the time of his death, more than 100,000 people around the world, including Israel’s President Isaac Herzog, made a point of eating falafels on that day, in his and her honour.

Hope, he was fond of saying, is the greatest gift.




PROLOGUE

Death Foretold

JOSEF MENGELE, THE ANGEL of Death, entered Block 11 in the Auschwitz-Birkenau extermination camp on a cold, wet afternoon in October 1944. He had no need to be there, other than habitual devotion to the minutiae of his murderous task, and a perverted pride in his impact on those he had already condemned.

Eight hundred or so Hungarian boys were crammed into that bare, wooden barracks, which measured 116 by 36 feet. The bunks had been removed following an outbreak of scarlet fever that sent the previous occupants to the gas chambers. The boys were seized by a combination of sheer terror and morbid fascination.

They had not eaten for nearly two days. Many wept or prayed with desperate intensity; some appeared awestruck. In a place of brutally imposed servitude, everything about Mengele, from his haughty demeanour to his black leather overcoat, pristine white gloves and highly polished boots, was designed to intimidate and impress. His presence sucked the air out of the room.

David ‘Dugo’ Leitner, a fourteen-year-old boy from Nyíregyháza in north-eastern Hungary, thought of him as ‘spotless’, a handsome man with the aura of a film star. Yisroel Abelesz, another fourteen-year-old boy, from Kapuvar, a small Hungarian town known for its thermal waters, was similarly mesmerized by the sharpness of his uniform, and the arrogance of his demeanour.

As Wolf Greenwald, who was approaching his sixteenth birthday, watched him instruct an underling to perform a headcount, he remembered stumbling off the cattle car at the railhead, and being ordered by an SS officer to take notice of Mengele’s fingers.

They moved from the knuckles upwards in a contemptuous flicking motion. The doomed were directed to the left; those reserved for hard labour before they were sent to meet their Maker were pushed to the right. The ritual was hypnotic, theatrical, dehumanizing and deadly.

Given quasi-scientific backing by the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute of Anthropology, Genetics and Eugenics in Berlin, Mengele used these selections to seek out raw material for his research into racial purity. Block 11, the first on the left after the entrance to the camp, had more recently been used as an infirmary but was his original laboratory.

A new numeration system was introduced in the latter half of 1944. Twins, girls aged from two to sixteen, and boys aged seven and eight, were placed in Block 1; their mothers remained in Block 22. Older boys, adult men, the disabled and dwarfs were imprisoned in Block 15.

Pairs of twins, dwarfs and others with ethnically defined or inherited medical conditions were initially examined and photographed. Their toeprints and fingerprints were taken, and plaster casts were made of their mouths, teeth and jaws. They were then killed, with phenol injections in the heart, so autopsies and analysis of internal organs could begin. Mengele personally administered deadly injections of phenol, petrol, chloroform or air.

Block 11 was now being used as a holding pen for those boys about to be taken to the crematoria. For the infamous doctor, who had returned from the Russian front with an Iron Cross and the rank of SS-Hauptsturmführer, the boys were a means to an end, in fulfilling a quota of a minimum of 5,000 deaths a day.

They were literally numbers in a ledger, the remnants of between 3,000 and 4,000 Jewish boys who had been transported to Auschwitz-Birkenau from Hungary between 19 May and 9 July that year. The camp, which contained more than 100,000 slave labourers, was full to bursting point.

Chaim Schwimmer captured the mood:


Each time we saw a German we were terrified. You have no idea what fear we lived. We could see that just a few boys were left, they had burned all the rest. By then we were all in Block 23. When we were called for appel, we knew the devastation that awaited.

The selection was horrendous. Mengele selected entire rows. He barely glanced at anyone, saying, ‘Go, go, go.’ As my row was selected to go to the crematorium, darkness fell upon my eyes and I could not see a thing. I had to grab hold of someone else so that I didn’t fall down. I knew I was going to die and I no longer stood a chance of survival. It took about ten minutes till I calmed down and we were then driven into the holding block.



Yaakov Yosef Weiss had yet to celebrate his fourteenth birthday, but, having lost his father at the age of nine, he had a maturity beyond his years. Physically strong, despite his youth, he was a thoughtful, observant boy who knew his own mind. Even in such circumstances, those around him recognized the indefinable quality of a natural leader.

He had been one of the first of the boys to realize their fate, typically taking the initiative when Mengele ordered his Schreiber, his clerk, to process each inmate’s camp identity card before they were incarcerated in Block 11. ‘Ich bin Weiss,’ he said, with as much defiance as he could muster when he approached the table.

He stared hard at the functionary and could not believe the evidence of his own eyes. The card was perfunctorily stamped with a single German word, gestorben. Weiss recoiled in recognition. He knew the essence of the language because Yiddish is derived from it.

It meant died, or dead.

Weiss, like everyone herded into Block 11, was a living ghost. He paid particular attention to the headcount, peering into the long, thin book that contained details of each block’s human cargo. Once the numbers had been calculated, the functionary took a pen and drew a line across the page detailing the boys’ barracks.

In the bureaucracy of mass murder, the occupants had ceased to exist.

‘We are finished, now,’ Weiss thought to himself. ‘We have been crossed off the list of the living.’ To reiterate the point, they were being denied even the basics of bread and water. The date of their execution, the following day, Tuesday, 10 October 1944, had been set.

***

Their deaths would be an everyday obscenity, obscured by the scale and strategic priorities of the Second World War, which was being fought on several different levels. On that day, 10 October, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill was in Moscow, confirming the Soviet Union’s entry into the war against Japan, and dividing up the Balkans with Joseph Stalin. Canadian troops were engaged in bloody fighting as part of the Battle of the Scheldt, which eventually opened up the port of Antwerp. This was critical to the Allied advance into Germany the following year.

In Amsterdam the Nazi occupiers, fearful of the Allied advance and their own creeping lack of civic control following a strike of 30,000 railway workers in September, which was designed to disrupt German troop movements, cut off the electricity. In Auschwitz, the days were measured in what the prisoners grimly called the Goebbels calendar, after Joseph Goebbels, the Nazis’ chief propagandist.

In an attempt to break their spirit, and underline the Nazis’ contempt for a cultural and religious bond built up over generations, the biggest, most symbolic, mass exterminations were deliberately set for Jewish high days and holidays. Around 1,200 of the Hungarian boys were sent to the gas chambers on Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year; a similar number were slaughtered ten days later on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.

Simchat Torah, a traditional time of joy, renewal and resilience, fell on 10 October that year. It marks the end of an annual cycle of readings from the Torah, a combination of the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, and is celebrated by dancing in circles and a collective reinvigoration of faith.

***

The boys came from religious backgrounds, and relied upon a bush telegraph of fellow believers to follow the Jewish calendar. Some traded precious pieces of bread for stolen prayer books, which were hidden in the barracks, or even sewn into the seams of their striped uniform.

These prayer books had been acquired from inmates who sifted through belongings discarded on disembarkation, or in the disrobing room that led to the death trap of a communal shower area, where the doors were locked, and the Zyklon B pellets were usually dropped through the roof. On contact with air, hydrogen-cyanide gas was released, suffocating the occupants.

The boys lived within the daily restraints of their mortality. Time meant little in Auschwitz, but also meant everything because they assumed it was borrowed. Realities had been reshaped the moment they were separated from grandparents, parents and siblings in the tragic chaos of the railway ramp, and watched them melt into the crowds being herded towards the killing zone.

Mengele oversaw at least seventy-four of those selections, and made an indelible impression. It was understandable, then, that his departure from the barracks, that afternoon, prompted a frenzied response. The boys’ terror, suppressed in his presence, was unleashed. Wailing gathered in volume and force.

In the maelstrom of emotion, some boys sought refuge in the rituals of their religion. They tearfully made Vidui, a confessional prayer said by the dying. This is a form of spiritual accounting, of the soul being returned to God. It was the most profound recognition that an individual’s life or death was in God’s hands. Others did laps of the inside of the barracks as if they were performing Hakafot, the traditional circular dance. Chaim Schwimmer recalled: ‘We all knew we would be killed and we discussed meeting our mothers and fathers again. I started praying in anguish. You could have collected five glasses of my tears.’

Chaim summoned his father’s words, first heard at the start of the war, when he was ten years old: ‘Believe in the Shepherd and nothing evil will affect you.’ Despite his despair, he was, however, among those unwilling to meekly accept their fate.

Together with Hershel Herskovic, his cousin, and Yisroel Taub, Hershel’s younger brother, they joined a group plotting to escape through an air vent. A Transylvanian boy, Sruli Salmanovitch, volunteered to be the first to scale a central strut, and managed to open the vent and scramble out on to the roof.

Several boys joined him and negotiated the twenty-foot drop before running into the shadows on a dark night with low, scudding clouds. Hershel and Chaim followed, but were immediately recaptured because troops from the nearby guardhouse raised the alarm.

For the Nazis, this had unintended consequences, because as troops rushed into Block 11 to impose order, another group of boys surged past them and fled out of the back door. These opportunists included ‘Dugo’ Leitner, Nachum Hoch and Mordechai Eldar, a resourceful boy who had survived the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur selections by escaping through a window and hiding in the latrines.

Leitner was quickly pounced upon by three guards as he dived under the wooden block. ‘The three of them gripped me, as if with pincers,’ he recounted later. ‘They were big and strong and I was just a boy who hadn’t eaten in a long time. I went wild. We were hunted down like rats.’

At first light, Hoch, a boy from an Orthodox Jewish family in Borsa, Transylvania, and Eldar were discovered, and bullied back into the barracks that acted as a holding cell. In such a febrile atmosphere, created by the Sonderkommando revolt that led to crematoria being destroyed two days earlier, they could just as easily have been summarily executed.

Yisroel Taub and Yisroel Abelesz were among a handful of the boys who managed to remain as fugitives until the danger had passed. Max Steinmetz, another sixteen-year-old from Transylvania, was ‘gripped by horror and scared to death’ at the sight of Mengele, whom he described as ‘an evil man who was not satisfied with the blood of the holy Jews he shed each day’.

He carried with him the terrible image of his first meeting with Mengele at Auschwitz, after a ninety-hour journey by cattle car, in which half of those travelling had died. The doctor was wielding a two-metre-long leather switch and had the hint of a smile while SS guards prevented Max from saying goodbye to his parents, Ilona and Louis, and his sister Esther, who were immediately sent to the gas chamber.

Max was tall for his age, a little over six feet in height, and agile. He gambled his life on fleeing to the barracks containing the Sonderkommando, the legion of the damned who did the worst jobs in the crematoria. The barracks was not normally searched, so he climbed on to a bunk, and covered himself with a blanket while the guards were distracted by a Ukrainian kapo chasing a poor unfortunate who had stolen a potato from the kitchen.

Avigdor Neumann, a thirteen-year-old from Nagyszőlős, which is now in western Ukraine, was another to take advantage of the chaos. Unlike Dugo, he hid successfully beneath and between buildings until morning roll call, where he was able to secrete himself in a group of around 200 Hungarian boys in Block 13. It was only on joining them that he learned that his new companions had been slated for a second wave of executions later that day. He was trapped.

It had been a long, terrible night. Chaim Schwimmer cried himself into a fitful sleep but by 8 a.m. he was weeping again, while praying loudly and passionately, as if consumed by the cruelty of his fate. He was not alone; Yaakov Yosef Weiss struggled to find words to describe the desolation of the scene.

Despite his youth, Yaakov showed immense self-control, and awareness of the human dramas being played out around him. Having been brought up with a strong sense of morality, duty and practicality, he found himself challenging the few adult inmates in Block 11, who were preoccupied with shaving before being sent to the gas chamber.

For someone as self-possessed and devout as Yaakov, this was a perplexing sense of priority. ‘Are you mad?’ he exclaimed. ‘You are going to be gassed. What do you want to shave for? You must be completely out of your minds. We do not have the facilities, in any case. Say Vidui, make your peace. At least before you die admit that you are dying like a true Jew.’

He accepted he had put himself in an exposed position. The best explanation he could find for his premature maturity lay in the Hebrew word tzoris, which directly translated means hardship, trouble and distress. It speaks to the educational aspects of struggle and worry.

Yaakov had been shaped by the disciplines of his childhood, and the founding principles of his religion. He was driven by a higher purpose, in serving God’s will ‘from the depth of your heart’. He took strength from the truths he had been taught, and consciously worked on his middot, his character traits, values and virtues.

He felt fortunate that, unlike in the two previous mass executions of the Hungarian boys, they had not been roused in the middle of the night and taken to their deaths in a fleet of lorries. It was only a short journey to the crematoria, a matter of a couple of hundred metres, but in those cases the Nazis took the precaution of operating under the cover of darkness.

A strange mood settled on Block 11 that morning. More of the boys retreated into themselves, leaning against the walls and praying quietly rather than vocally succumbing to despair. Others began to sing familiar religious verses, such as that which asked God to ‘purify our hearts to worship You in truth’. It was as if resignation had bred renewed defiance.

This was tested to the full when guards arrived with what was intended to be a reassuring gesture, a last meal of potatoes. The boys were ravenous, not having eaten for more than forty-eight hours, but threw the potatoes on the floor to demonstrate their contempt for their captors. It was only when the Nazis had left that they fell on the food.

Everyone was waiting for the summons that finally came at noon, when SS men burst in screaming, ‘Raus, raus’, an order amplified by indiscriminate use of whips and sticks. Before the boys could be bundled out of the barracks, and positioned between two lines of around twenty-five armed SS men and their dogs, there was time for one final rebellious act.

Aware they would never return, the boys quickly discarded anything that could be of use to those they left behind. Spoons, forks and small knives, invaluable commodities to surviving inmates

































TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Bantam

Copyright © Integr8 Communications Limited and JRoots Limited, 2026

Map drawn by Tony Richardson at Global Creative Learning

The moral right of the authors has been asserted

Cover photographs © Shutterstock
Cover design by R. Shailer/TW

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

ISBN: 978-1-529-95825-6

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Transworld

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
MICHAEL CALVIN

WITH

NAFTALI SCHIFF

- Miracle

The Boys Who Escaped the
- Gas Chamber in Auschwitz






EPUB/images/px.png
AUSCHWITZ 11
(BIRKENAU)
SUMMER 1944

hamber € Q %f fj*b r €
gf:r:atim:)m I<I QQQQQ ?;{p n E;;fj‘?
Gas Chamber / \ Q Q gasChamberc Qg
Crematorium 11l | ? |:|| Q;’QC;S@ E;ematonum{} @éﬁ
ogﬂ §§§ % ;}jg ‘ ‘
Gas Chamber / Oe a9 “:ClAﬁD? § § Pitsfor
Crematorium Il 3} 0O 3 burning bodies
i Eﬁ:ﬁ« O === || I QQQ
u‘@"tﬂ' o et |SSS|%) R e =
Bl - WOMEN’S CAMP T Bl - MEN’SCAMP 1 s | 1 s | ||] BIIl - ‘MEXICO’ (partially completed camp extension)
w I]== \ == Eeeme S
H HHH HHH I IO (O [T |
0000 00| | | REEIIIIITT - _:—UL Il
L onnnitan) | ¢ FODSO0OO0OOO (D= e uumnunmu
—=—| == Dﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂl}ﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂ DDDUDDD: I nn:UDDDUDUDUUDHHU
==l OO TOomo0r=—"14| = =200 00000 unooonp ;
DO DD“’?D[DD{]HBHDU = I 7
Anlioint |+ PO  OC0000=" | B eSS
00000000 2 00000000000 0000000 =T Pl 9@»‘9@
HETH Ry D\,U\U UOCDOCOD00C  D0D0000 == .DH| — (010 e
— =] [Main gate] =
- \Unloading E { DE gln [
2 platform I g g Uﬂ
Block 11 ‘7%% :5 gclks:fl H(I) 1tl)o 2(I)o 3(I)o 4(I)o 5(I)t')w &
% I = FHI= 0 — N>
\* pal B0 2=






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


