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Author’s Note

“It is too little, too late,” Ruzena Gräber Knieža says in German. The phone line crackles. My husband, who is translating for me, shrugs. At the time, Ruzena was the only survivor I had found who was still alive who had been on the first transport to Auschwitz; her prisoner number was #1649. A few months earlier, she had been willing to be interviewed for a documentary I wanted to produce on the first girls in Auschwitz; however, my own health prevented me from flying to Switzerland to interview her. Now she is the one who is ill. 

I try to explain that my main interest is speaking to her about Slovakia and how she and the other girls were collected and betrayed by their government. She sighs and says, “I don’t want to think about Auschwitz before I die.” At ninety-two years of age, can we blame her? 

I send her a thank-you card, and then locate her testimony on the USC Shoah Visual Archive. It is in German. We can translate it, but the Shoah archive did not ask the questions I wanted to ask. Questions that have arisen since I met and worked with Rena Kornreich Gelissen, a survivor from the first transport, in 1992, over twenty-five years ago. Since I wrote Rena’s Promise, family members of women who were on the first transport have contacted me with more stories about their cousins, aunts, mothers, and grandmothers, and with that information, more questions arose. I have filmed and recorded interviews with these families, but without a living survivor willing to speak with me—and a family who would let me speak with her—those questions were never going to be answered. I understand the desire to protect these elderly women; if you survived three years in Auschwitz and the death camps and lived into your nineties, why should you have to think about that hell? I do not want to hurt anyone, especially these amazing women, by asking painful questions that raise the specters of the past. 

A year after my conversation with Ruzena, I sent an email out to second-generation (2G) families and asked if anyone wanted to retrace their mother’s journey to Auschwitz from Slovakia on the 75th anniversary of the first transport. Quite a few people responded with interest, but in the end it was a small, intimate group of three families: Erna and Fela Dranger’s sons from Israel (Avi and Akiva); Ida Eigerman Newman’s family from America (Tammy and Sharon, and Tammy’s children: Daniella and Jonathan) and Marta F. Gregor’s daughter (Orna from Australia). Then, a few weeks before we were set to meet, I learned that ninety-two-year-old Edith Friedman Grosman (#1970) was going to be the guest of honor at the 75th-anniversary ceremonies. A few days later, Edith and I were speaking via FaceTime. We clicked immediately and she told me she would be happy to meet me and my camera crew in Slovakia. Two weeks later, we were sitting together in an early Soviet bloc–style hotel room with dingy white walls and hideous décor, and I was asking her the questions I had not known to ask Rena Kornreich (#1716) twenty-five years earlier. 

Like Rena, Edith is vibrant, quick-witted and sharp. A little bird of a woman who lights up the room. Our time together in Slovakia was a whirlwind that took us to the barracks where she and the other girls were held and to the train station from which they were deported. At the ceremonies, we met the president and prime minister of Slovakia, the Israeli ambassador to Slovakia, and children of other survivors. In a powerful homage of tears and hugs, the second-generation group I was traveling with bonded with Slovak second-generation families. At the end of our week, my husband told me, “This is not just a documentary. You have to write a book.”

Writing about Auschwitz is not easy. It is not the sort of project one takes on lightly, but with Edith beside me, I was willing to try. This book would not be a memoir, though. It would be about all of them, or as many as I could find information on and fit into this complex history. In Canada, I found another survivor, Ella Rutman (#1950), and I flew to Toronto to bring the two survivors together. Edith and Ella remembered each other, but even at their advanced ages they were wary. As they spoke in Slovak, Edith cast a pained glance at me. This was not the warm bond I had imagined—Edith had not liked Ella when they were in Auschwitz, I realized. The meeting was awkward and distant until the two old women began looking through a magnifying glass at the numbers on their left forearms. 

“I can’t see my number anymore, it is so faded,” Edith said. 

The memories are fading as well. But the truth is there, if you know where to find it. Looking at old photos with Edith one day, I noticed Ruzena Gräber Knieža’s face. 

“Did you know Ruzena?” I asked. 

“Of course!” Edith answered, as if this were the most obvious question in the world. “We were in class together and good friends with Ruzena and her husband, Emil Knieža, after the war. He was a writer like my husband. We used to visit them in Switzerland.” 

I had come full circle. 

Many of these women knew each other before Auschwitz, either from their hometowns or villages, schools or synagogues; however, in the USC Shoah Archive testimonies, it is rare that anyone mentions a girl’s maiden name. Sometimes, a survivor mentions a girl by her nickname or gives a physical description of a friend, so it can be hard to confirm if survivors are speaking about someone from the first transport. Margie Becker’s (#1955) testimony is one of those rarities where the full names of the girls she and Edith grew up with are almost always mentioned, and because of the photograph of their class, Edith has been able to identify most of those girls. It had never even occurred to me to ask Edith if she knew Ruzena before I saw them together in their class photo, because Ruzena’s name on the list of deportees lists her as being from a different town. I didn’t know she had lived in Humenné when she was a young girl. If only I had started this journey when they were all still alive. 

As I am wrapping up the final edits on this book, my email pings at me: 

My grandmother was on the first transport. I remember the stories she told us. She wrote a book about the deportation, but she later threw it away, saying no one would believe her. The first page of her written testimony survived, and I have it with me. Her name was Kornelia (Nicha) Gelbova, of the Slovakian town “Humenné.” She was born in 1918.

Seconds later, I have opened an Excel file I created that has every girl’s name, hometown and age in it, and Kornelia Gelbova’s name is in front of me. She is number 232 on the original list archived at Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. Even more extraordinary is that her sister is mentioned in Ruzena Gräber Knieža’s testimony. They were in Ravensbrück together. Both girls are on the same page of the list as three girls you are about to get to know very well: Edith and Lea Friedman, and their friend Adela Gross. And on that very same page are two girls some of you already know, Rena Kornreich and Erna Dranger.

One of my biggest concerns in writing this book is accuracy. I worry constantly about getting the dates and chronology correct, and making sure the narratives have been accurately chronicled. Edith assures me that I am “never going to get it all right. No one can get it all correct. It is too big. So you don’t have the date, so what? It happened. That is enough.” 

I can only hope it is.

This story has multiple narratives. The core of this narrative comes from my interviews with witnesses, survivors, and families, and USC Shoah Archive testimonies. Memoirs, Holocaust literature and historical documents have been used to further elaborate on those personal stories, the atmosphere and politics of the time. My goal is to build as complete a picture as I can of the girls and young women of the first “official” Jewish transport to Auschwitz. One of the devices I have used to accomplish this is dramatic license. Where you find dialogue in quotes, you can be sure that those are direct quotes from interviews with survivors or witnesses who are reporting conversations they had or overheard. In other cases, to more fully illustrate or complete some scenes, I have used em-dashes to indicate dialogue I created; I only do this when conversations or arguments were mentioned in a testimony but not elaborated upon. 

I am deeply grateful to Edith Grosman and her family, as well as the Gross, Gelissen, and Brandel families, who accepted me into their nucleus and have treated me as an honorary member. “You are like a cousin of ours,” Edith told me at her ninety-fourth birthday party. Around her were her son, daughter-in-law, granddaughters, a great-grandchild, and another great-grandchild on the way. It is a great honor and privilege to be part of these women’s histories, their champion and their chronicler. They were teenagers when they were sent to Auschwitz. Only a few ever came home. How they survived is a tribute to women and girls all over the world. This is their story.





Afterwards

If these women can tell us anything, it’s to look to the future rather than the short-term solutions, and look to our children and grandchildren.

—Kara Cooney, When Women Ruled the World

“He was the love of my life.” After three years of knowing each day could be her last, suddenly Edith was free, alive, and in love with Ladislav Grosman. “I felt so much hope. So much hope for the world, for humanity, for our future. I thought, now the messiah will come. Now the world will change for good. Everything will be different now . . . It did not turn out like I thought.” 

For one thing, she was terribly ill with tuberculosis. It would take another three years out of her young life to recover in a sanatorium in Switzerland. After surgery left her knee fused and unbendable, the doctor counseled Ladislav that her illness was so serious he should just “let her slip away quietly.” But Edith has never done anything quietly. 

When she asked Ladislav if it would bother him that his young wife had a limp, Ladislav assured her, “If your soul would limp, that would bother me.” Her soul sings. She and Ladislav were married in 1949. After she recovered from TB, Edith finished her high school education and went on to study biology. She never became a doctor, but she did work as a researcher. Meanwhile, Ladislav got his Ph.D. in philosophy and began writing books, plays, and a screenplay. They were living in Prague when Ladislav’s film won the 1965 Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film, for The Shop on Main Street.

Not long after the Oscars, their good friend Rudolf Vrba announced that he was going on a “long vacation. You should go on vacation soon, too,” he warned. It was a risk for both of their families, but as Ladislav told Edith, “If the Nazis couldn’t keep Rudi in Auschwitz, the Soviets certainly aren’t going to be able to keep him in Czechoslovakia.” The Grosmans followed the Vrba family on a permanent vacation to the West and settled in Israel, where Ladislav continued to write. Just before he died, the Nobel Prize committee visited the Grosmans in Haifa, clearly considering Ladislav for the literary prize. But he had a heart attack a few days later and died without receiving the international renown he so deserved. 

His literary artistry in The Bride helped me to better understand and capture the small-town drama of the first transport, inspiring and informing the scenes at the beginning of this book. 

“My parents’ Prague friends were all typical middle-European Jewish intellectuals,” says George Grosman, Edith and Ladislav’s son, who continues his father’s artistic tradition as a jazz musician and composer. “Linguists, sociologists, writers, doctors. They would visit on weekends or we would go to their places. The contact was frequent. And invariably, over endless cups of sweet Turkish coffee and in the impenetrable haze of cheap cigarette smoke—everyone smoked then—talk turned to the war. It was usually my father who did the talking in our family, and his war experiences—though harrowing—were not as scary as my mother’s. I learned later that during those first decades after the war my dad didn’t like my mom to talk about Auschwitz. Growing up in Prague, in Communist Czechoslovakia, I never heard my mother speak about her Auschwitz experiences directly. And while I didn’t know much detail, I did see the number tattooed on my mom’s arm, and I knew there was this black cloud of unspeakable horror hovering over her, and over us. I’m sure it contributed in large measure to a feeling of existential anxiety that I’ve had all my life. A feeling that things are slightly unhinged, that the world isn’t quite as straightforward as it seems, that there is a danger in the air, even if it remains unspoken. I guess we are all secondhand survivors.”

Dr. Manci Schwalbova (#2675) returned to Slovakia, where she continued to practice medicine after the war. She did not return to her fiancé, though. While in one of the deportation camps, her husband fell in love with a man. Evidently, Manci had also had an affair; hers was with one of the female kapos, a political prisoner. Edith laughs at the thought that Hitler may have hated homosexuals as much as he hated Jews, but “he turned Manci and her fiancé into Jewish homosexuals!” 

Another little-known story about Manci that Edith tells is that in 1943, while still in Auschwitz, Manci was offered safe passage to Palestine and the opportunity to leave the camp. She told the administration in Auschwitz that she was needed and would stay. If she had made a different decision, this story would have had a very different ending. 

Manci completed her medical studies at Charles University in Prague and became a licensed medical doctor in February 1947. She worked at the Children’s University Hospital in Bratislava and as a professor of pediatrics. Her memoir Vyhasnuté oči (Extinguished Eyes), 1948, was the first published account of the first transport.A second memoir was titled I Lived the Lives of Others. Neither of her books has been translated into English. She died on December 30, 2002, in Bratislava, Slovakia. 

Unfortunately, the last names of other female doctors mentioned in the survivors’ testimonies are never stated, so I cannot say more about them or how they helped girls in such brutal circumstances.

Linda Reich Breder (#1173) testified in at least two trials against the SS. The first was in 1969, in Vienna, against SS Franz Wunsch and Otto Graf. The trial ignited tensions among survivors in Israel, because Helena Citron, by then married and living under her Hebrew name, Tsiporah Tehori, flew to Vienna to testify on Wunsch’s behalf. 

“I never forgave her for that,” Eta Zimmerspitz Neuman (#1756) says. Edith says it was one of Helena’s deepest fears that she would be accused of being a collaborator and forced to leave Israel. At the trial in Vienna, Linda almost certainly knew that Helena came to testify, but she refrains from mentioning anything about Helena’s presence at the trial in her USC testimony. 

Neither Wunsch nor Graf was found guilty. “They were sadists,” Linda says. “Even though I told them, and other witnesses told them. It didn’t mean a thing . . . . They were set free. They didn’t go to jail. What millions they brought out of Auschwitz, they took everything to Vienna—so they had ten lawyers and they went free.” 

Twenty years later things would be different when Linda was flown to Germany to testify against another former SS, Gottfried Weise. The prisoners referred to him as Wilhelm Tell, because he liked to place cans on the heads and shoulders of little boys for target practice. After he shot the cans, he always shot the child in the face. Linda had witnessed one of those murders and had also been present when he bayoneted the Hungarian child one of the girls from Canada had thrown water to; Weise was also the SS who shot every tenth girl while they stood at attention. 

“It was very weird,” Linda’s daughter, Dasha Grafil, tells me. “There were TV cameras and newspaper reporters and even high school students, who had come to hear my mom’s testimony.” The defendant “looked like a wealthy industrialist—you would never think this was a guy who killed people.” 

Linda worried that this trial would be another fiasco like the Wunsch and Graf trial. As had happened in Vienna, the session started with the court grilling Linda for three or four hours. The judge and defense lawyers asked her a myriad of questions, but the fact was she knew more about Auschwitz than anyone else in the courtroom. “I remember everything what [sic] happened fifty-five years ago, but I hardly can remember what happened yesterday, what I had for lunch.” She had a wry sense of humor.

Because of her position in Canada, Linda had witnessed the SS pilfering goods to enrich themselves and their homes. Like most of the Slovak girls, she also spoke German and knew what the SS were saying to each other. At one point they tried to trip her up by asking her if she saw him in the morning or at night.

“I can’t tell you if it was the morning or evening because the gas was always going, but I can tell you if it was summer or the winter by the dirty smell in the ground,” Linda told them.

Finally, the judge asked her if there was anything else she wanted to tell the court. 

That was Linda’s moment. This tiny, white-haired old lady who was our Linda Reich stood up and looked at the gallery. “Yes, I have some words to say to all of you,” she said. “I have waited all my life for this. To stand here in front of you and point my finger.” She walked up to Weise and pointed at him so everyone could see. “And none of you can do a damn thing about it!”

And then she walked out of the courtroom. Her daughter chokes up at the memory. “The German high school kids followed my mother out of the courtroom and started hugging her and telling her, ‘Don’t worry, this is never going to happen again.’ ”

Weise was found guilty but fled to Switzerland after he was released on bond. He was arrested twelve weeks later and served his sentence until 1997, when he was set free for health reasons. He died in 2002. 

Soon after arriving in Israel in the 1950s, Ria Hans Elias (#1980) was denounced by a survivor who said Ria had beaten her. Ria was arrested and had to defend herself against accusations that she had abused prisoners. Edith says this was truly unfair because if anyone helped others, Ria had. “Ria was one of the good ones.” The claim was serious, though. The complainant not only accused Ria of hitting a female prisoner but claimed, Ria explains, “It was impossible that I could be Jewish; only Germans got this number here.” She points to the number tattooed on her arm. In fact, there were at least a few other survivors from the first transport in Israel, including Helena. But in 1944, when most of the Slovak female survivors arrived in camp, the SS had begun adding letters before prisoners’ numbers, and the woman thought Ria’s four-digit number starting with the numeral one meant Ria was a kapo. 

Auschwitz survivors’ numbers represent a strange kind of sorority or fraternity. Lower numbers command more status among survivors and garner others’ respect, but low numbers can also attract suspicion. The lingering question is, What did you do to survive?

After hiring a lawyer and defending herself against the allegations, Ria was acquitted, but not before spending time in an Israeli jail—a true irony considering she had also been jailed in Auschwitz. 

Forty-seven years later when she gave her testimony to the USC Shoah Foundation, she confessed to a deep confusion around the circumstances. “A week or two ago,” she says, “I am certain I didn’t . . . I’d swear I didn’t beat her. Today, I don’t know anymore, [because] when I start to think about how it was [in Auschwitz], I was . . . inside, I was dead.”

Edith is stalwart in her defense of Ria Hans. “If she hit someone it was to protect them. New girls didn’t know how to behave or where the dangers were. Ria did. I bet Ria saved that woman’s life, and she didn’t even know it.”

Peggy Friedman Kulik (#1019) remained friends with Linda Breder née Reich well into their golden years. Linda’s daughter, Dasha, remembers hearing her mother’s friends from Auschwitz and “Canada” laughing as they reminisced about sneaking things past the SS and not getting caught. Some people think survivors should never laugh. But after so many years of sorrow and horror, they deserve laughter. All of the survivors I know and have known have the most excellent senses of humor. 

The photos of Peggy as a young woman reveal a girl who liked to make silly faces, despite the many hardships she suffered during and after the war. Like most of these young women, Peggy had trouble conceiving and carrying a pregnancy to term. Almost every survivor suffered miscarriages or had to have medical “interruptions”—the term for abortions at the time—to save their own lives. Peggy miscarried twins. Two boys. “I was kicked in the back by my SS man, and he damaged my uterus.” She finally had one son, who was born four weeks prematurely. 

For girls who had grown up in mostly large families, having only one or two children was tough. For their children, there is a different sadness. 

“We were a generation that grew up without grandparents,” says Sara Cohen, daughter of Danka Kornreich Brandel (#2779) and Rena’s niece. “We also had very few aunts, uncles, or cousins. It wasn’t until I joined my husband’s family and attended gatherings with more than a dozen aunts and uncles and countless first cousins that I saw what other families experienced. When I had my own children and witnessed the unconditional love and wisdom they received from their grandparents, I finally understood what I had missed during my own childhood.”

Bertha Berkowitz Lautman (#1048) immigrated to Cleveland, Ohio, where she had one son, Jeffrey Lautman, with whom she traveled to Auschwitz several times. During her lifetime, Bertha did everything she could to educate young people about the Holocaust. “It is very important to take kids back to camps with survivors to teach them the Holocaust is not a hoax. You should study and learn as much as you can. Carry on and be active in organizations. After I am gone, it’s all going to be all forgotten. Who will remember?” she asks. 

You will, reader. You will.

Bertha remained friends with many of the girls she knew in Auschwitz and lived just a few blocks away from one of her best friends, Elena Grunwald Zuckermenn (#1735). Elena was the second woman I ever spoke to about the first transport and confirmed for me everything in Rena Kornreich Gelissen’s account of the transport from Poprad in our book, Rena’s Promise. At that point, I had no idea there were other survivors, as Rena’s best friends Erna and Dina had already passed away. 

However, Elena preferred to stay anonymous in her lifetime, and I lost touch with her over the years. Just as I was wrapping up this book, I got an email from Elena’s daughter and photos of her mother with Bertha, holding schoolbooks and looking like the high schoolers they were. 

“My brother and I believed that our mother was always critical of us, our choices, and our decisions,” Elena’s daughter says. “I occasionally referred to her as the ‘Iron Lady.’ Finally, I realized this was her way of shielding us and steering us to a better life and more opportunities. There is no doubt of the impact of traumatic events, which affected her practical nature, fearful world outlook, and the importance of family. At age seventeen, she was the first to be taken from her family, survived the horrors and deprivation experienced in the camps, and after liberation discovered she was the only survivor of her once-large extended family. My mother was an incessant worrier but managed to channel her anxiety into productive activity, regulating family life and maintaining a large network of friends, who were survivors and refugees. I always felt that we were different, perhaps even special, because of my parents’ traumatic experiences and the loss of family. I have read about shared trauma through the generations, but I believe that strength and determination to survive can also be shared through the generations.” 

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) had not been defined or recognized in the 1940s and ’50s, but survivors still suffered from it. Joan Rosner Weintraub (#1188) offers a poignant reminder of how it afflicted the rest of her life. “I am afraid of the shadow. If I am driving a car and a policeman is in back of me, I am shaking. I’m afraid that he is after me. I see a uniform, I am scared to death.”

“We look normal, but we’re not,” Edith says. How could they be? “I lost my education, which was the biggest theft of my life. I lost my health. I came back with a broken body. Elsa came back healthy but was afraid of everything. The fear killed her in the end.” 

The fear resides in Edith, as well. She just hides it better. Usually. It only takes a small incident to trigger panic. Edith’s family calls it “the mushroom story,” an illustration of the kind of ongoing trauma survivors suffered. 

A few days before Edith, Ladislav, and their son left to visit Edith’s family in Israel, where the Friedmans emigrated in the 1950s, a newscast reported that a family had gone mushroom picking in Israel and unwittingly eaten poisonous mushrooms. The entire family had died. The names of the victims were not reported. After several days of travel from Prague, the Grosman family boarded the ferry to the Holy Land, but “when we arrived at the dock,” George recalls, “there was no one there to greet us. My mother panicked. She lost it.” 

Edith was convinced that it was her family that had died of mushroom poisoning. Sobbing and hysterical, she could not be calmed down by George or his father. She was convinced that her entire family had died. “Then the whole Friedman clan showed up!” George says. They had gotten a flat tire on the highway. There was great rejoicing and laughter, but the moment is a refrain of the trauma Edith and all of the women suffered from, no matter how well they tried to hide it from their children and loved ones.

I am in Tylicz, Poland, with the sons of Erna and Fela Dranger (#1718 and #6030). They have flown from Israel to explore the region and are looking for any remnants of their family or Jews themselves in a village that is now dominated by ski resorts. American pop music from the 1980s blasts out of metal loudspeakers bolted onto telegraph poles that line the ski slopes. 

“We are descended from very special survivors. Not anyone can survive in that place for that long.” Avi is a tall and gentle man with soft, deep eyes. “I know that when I was born, she [Fela, his mother] had a breakdown.” His eyes well up with tears. His older cousin reaches over and pats his leg. While they are first cousins, they are as close as brothers, because Avi spent the first two years of his life being raised by his Aunt Erna while his mother recovered her sanity. “When I was fourteen, she had a second breakdown.” His voice catches. “She used to run out of the house into the lobby and scream that people are coming to hit her and murder her.” 

“My mother was stronger,” Erna’s son, Akiva, chimes in. “I have never seen her break or cry. Never.” She never told anyone in the family about her experience. Children are, indeed, secondhand survivors.

“We were all sick,” Edith confirms. “We came out of it, but the damage that was done on us, mentally, is a lot bigger than the illnesses we had physically. We will never ever, never ever get rid of the damage that they made in our hearts, changing how we look on the world and on people. This was the biggest damage that the war brought on us.”

Survival brings with it a complex array of emotions, psychological explanations, and guesswork. “I never felt guilty,” Rena Kornreich says. “Why should I? I didn’t do anything wrong. They did! They are guilty.” In contrast, Edith says, “The guilt of the survivors never goes away.” Of course, Edith lost her sister, Lea. Rena did not.

“Not a day goes by when I don’t think of Lea. Everything I do is for Lea. It has always been like that. You can’t see her. No one knows she is there, but she is. In my mind, in my heart, she is always here.” Edith taps her frail chest and shakes her head. In the light streaming in through the window, I swear I can see Lea’s spirit standing behind her sister. 

Guilt may be the conundrum of the survivor. As a biologist, Edith brings logic and science to the question of survival, asking, “What if I survived because of some speck in my DNA that was different from my sister? What if those of us who survived had a gene for survival that others did not?”

Many survivors seem to have made an inner contract with themselves. Rena remembered everything that happened to her so that she could tell her mother someday. When she realized her mother had been murdered in the Holocaust, she clung to her memories in order to tell someone, someday what had happened. That someone eventually became me. 

“How could I remember all the little incidents?” Joan Rosner Weintraub asks. “It is humanly impossible. How many beatings? We did something they didn’t like and they gave us twenty-five lashes. Can you survive twenty-five lashes? The only thing I live for now is for my daughter and my grandchildren.” For many of these women, it is their children who gave meaning to their lives.

Avi’s eyes fill up with tears again as he pays tribute to his mother, “It makes us really proud of our mums to see that they are survivors in a very difficult situation and to be proud of all those young women who survived and did not survive, that they did the best they could to lift up their heads. Their success is that they have lots of descendants, lots of grandchildren and great-grandchildren and great-great-grandchildren.” 

Ella Friedman Rutman (#1950) and her sister Edie Valo (#1949) returned to Slovakia to find five uncles who had survived, but no one else in the family. They lived in Slovakia for a time, then moved to Canada—the country—where Ella became the nanny for Edie’s children. “I never wanted to have children,” Ella says. “When I was in camp, I was always thinking I would be killed. In the end, I thought maybe I will be free, but I will never have children because I don’t want my children to ever go through what I did.” She was in her thirties when she got a surprise—a daughter. “The best surprise in my life. Without Rosette, it wouldn’t be a life.” 

Ella and Edie’s cousin—another Magda (#1087)—was Donna Steinhorn’s mother. “I knew my parents were different from others at an early age,” Donna says. “It always made me want to protect them. To heal the deep wounds that they tried to hide from me. To do everything in my power to make them happy.” In the same way, mothers wanted to do everything in their power to make their children happy by never telling them what happened in the Holocaust. Although some survivors felt that way, one child I know was told everything too young and so often that she suffered from vicarious trauma. Genocide does not simply go away. Just as it can continue to haunt the survivors, it shapes the lives of those who live with and love those survivors.

Orna Tuckman’s mother, Marta F. Gregor (#1796,) never spoke about her experience, so in 2016 Orna began a journey of self-discovery that brought her to Slovakia and Auschwitz with me. In the towns where the girls were collected, we visited the old synagogues and town halls, looking for remnants of families before retracing the train route from Poprad to Auschwitz on the seventy-fifth anniversary of the first transport. We were standing upstairs in the vast empty space of Block 10, where the girls were first held—and where, later, medical sterilization experiments were conducted on women—when Orna looked across the empty space and confided, “I think my mother was sterilized here. I was adopted.” Orna did not learn she was adopted until after her mother passed away. All of the women who had survived with Marta kept her secret.

Having children may have been the greatest act of survival and healing of all. A class of psychology students at Brown University once asked Rena what she did after the war to recover, mentally. “I had babies,” she said. After her first miscarriage, the birth of her daughter, Sylvia, was a miracle. Rena held her daughter and, filled with joy, looked at her husband and said, “I love you, John.” Then she looked at the doctor and nurses, “I love you, doctor. I love you, nurse. I love the whole world, even with the Germans in it.” 

Childbirth. Creation. That was their power. Their legacy of survival.

No wonder Marta F. Gregor adopted Orna.

While Marta F.’s experience died with her and remains one of many stories that may never be fully uncovered, writing and art were other ways women found meaning. After emigrating to France, Dina Dranger Vajda (#1528) married a famous French resistance fighter, Emil Vajda. They raised their son in Provence. Dina kept copious notebooks, written mostly in Polish or rather poor French. Amid her musings are disturbing and macabre abstract watercolors. 

Dina’s son Daniel Vajda is extremely close to his cousins in Israel, but he feels largely detached from his mother’s experience: 

You know that all my family was deported, and there were very few survivors. After her deportation, I found myself totally isolated. I too was an immigrant on this earth. Even the Yad Vashem site didn’t bring me a lot. I have tried to rediscover names from the diverse notes I have made. It’s really very short. It needs to be seen in joined-up pieces. However, I did not have the courage to do the research in my youth, and at sixty-eight years of age, I do not have the energy to do it now. 

Matilda Hrabovecká née Friedman (#1890) wrote the book Ruka s Vytetovanym Cislom (Arm with a Tattooed Number) and was the subject of the documentary film and play La Derniere femme du Premiere Train (The Last Woman of The First Transport)—which, of course, she was not. Matilda passed away in 2015. To date, she is survived by at least six women who were on the first transport. There may be others. 

Magda Hellinger née Blau (Madge, #2318) who was on the second transport, immigrated to Australia, where she self-published her memoir. And, of course, Rena Kornreich and I wrote Rena’s Promise together, and now Edith and I have collaborated on this book and a documentary film. This book, Edith told me when I began the project, “should be about all of us, not just one person.” And so it is.

The Slovak survivors of the first and other early transports carry a heavy yoke that is difficult to comprehend now. Ariela Neuman, the daughter of Eta Zimmerspitz (#1756), explains that “in Israel, everybody accused the Slovak women because they survived.” So they tended to keep silent and not talk about it. “When they did,” Ariela continues, “we were like, ‘Oh no, not Auschwitz again.’ We feel guilty now that we didn’t want to hear about it. And they are almost all gone, and we can’t ask anymore.” 

That is why the Visual History Archive at the USC Shoah Foundation is such an important database. The stories are there, even if they are not perfectly captured. Older survivors tend to jump around in time, and interviewers often missed asking vital questions about important details, such as: What was her maiden name? What was her number? What was your number? In Auschwitz, your number served as a calendar, indicating the day you arrived, what transport you were on, how many people were with you, and how many went to the gas. Without a number, we cannot place survivors or nonsurvivors inside the historic record that Czech Danuta painstakingly compiled for us in the Auschwitz Chronicle.

Posthumous relationships bring with them a weight that is hard for most people to imagine. Andrew Hartmann’s daughter, Susan Hartmann Schwartz, would have been Nusi Hartmann’s niece. “Too often, the Holocaust is described in the generic term of ‘six million,’ ” writes Susan. “Occasionally I sit back and think—that was my aunt on the first transport. Nusi was not just one of six million, or of one and a half million children, or even just one of the 999 on that first transport. She was my aunt. She was my father’s sister. She was a beloved daughter. She was a person—a human being. Nusi must’ve had dreams, like we all do at sixteen. Her parents did not know what that first transport meant. Did she? At sixteen, how petrified was she? Was she told anything by the Germans, and if so, what? Did she bond with anyone on that transport other than her cousin Magduska? Did anyone help ease her fear just a little? I can’t help but segue into the what-ifs. What if she’d been just a little older? Could she have survived? What would our relationship have been like if she had? I miss who I think Nusi would have been.” So do I.

Many survivors eventually received some financial restitution from the German government. However, they had to apply to get support. That required their ID number, medical documentation, and a statement about their experience. After one survivor passed away, her children discovered a medical report that had been submitted to Germany for reimbursement. It confirmed that a psychiatrist had treated her for suicidal thoughts and depression. Her husband had kept her treatment a secret from them. 

Survivors who returned to Slovakia and settled there after the war faced another difficulty: they could not file for German reparations as survivors in the west could. And in Edith’s case, by the time they escaped communist Czechoslovakia, the deadline to file for reparations had passed. As a disabled survivor, she had a good case and went to court to seek an appeal. The German court agreed that she deserved reparations but said they couldn’t change the law. “It’s a bad law” had come back to haunt her. 

When Ida Eigerman Newman’s daughter filled out the forms for her mother, the German official blurted, “Nobody survived Auschwitz with that low a number [#1930]!” But they did survive, and while some got compensation, others either chose to forego the paperwork and hassle or—like Edith and Linda—were unable to apply because they were living under a communist regime. The compensation was not extravagant: It equaled about $0.32 per hour of work. 

Peggy Kulik née Friedman (#1019) says, “They don’t pay back what they took away. They took away everything. They cannot pay me for what my father had, what I had. There is no money for the lives they took. I was in a concentration camp for thirty-eight months. Did they pay me for my work? No. I never had a penny.” And she miscarried twins.

Many survivors never wanted to return to Auschwitz or Poland. “Our mothers never wanted us to come back to Poland,” Akiva Koren (Erna Dranger’s son) says. Others, like Helena Citron and Bertha Berkowitz, took tours of young people back with them. There is nothing like knowing and speaking to a real survivor. Walking through camp with one is even more life changing. This was their home for almost three years. They know it well. But for some, returning was too much. There is a 1990 photo of Rena standing under the Arbeit Macht Frei sign in which she looks as forlorn and lost as she must have felt the day she arrived in Auschwitz. She wanted to go to Birkenau and stand in a gas chamber to say the Kaddish for her parents, but under the shadow of the death gate, she collapsed. “Take me home,” she begged her husband. They caught the next plane back to America. She never went back. I took care of that wish for her, in 2017.

One of the questions that arises again and again is why did some women survive while others did not? Being in the right place at the right time, and not being in the wrong place at the wrong time, accounted for much. But there is no real explanation other than luck. And there are problems with that answer. “How can I say that I was lucky and another girl wasn’t? Did God watch out for me and not her? No! I was no better than they were, so why should I survive?” Rena Kornreich asks. Some say it was bashert—meant to be. Fate.

“They were short!” says Lydia Marek, the daughter of Martha Mangel (#1741) and niece of the Zimmerspitz sisters and cousins. It is simultaneously humorous and shocking—could it be that simple? “My mother was four feet, eight inches, and her cousins were all under five foot,” Lydia explains. Not only would their bodies have required less food, but shorter girls wouldn’t have lost weight as quickly as taller women. Also, during selections, shorter girls would have been under the eyeline of guards and less likely to catch the attention of the SS selecting prisoners for the gas. The smaller the girl, the more unthreatening she would have appeared, as well. 

Of course, small size could not have been the only reason for survival—there were diseases, violence, accidents, frostbite, and any number of other hazards to overcome. However, size may indeed have played an important factor. All of the children I have spoken to concur—their mothers were very short people. Rena used to joke that she was the tall one in her family; she was five foot two.

Orna has a different perspective. “The bonds between those women were unbreakable. They all saved each other.” This was sisterhood in its darkest hour and at its finest. Fay Shapiro and Jeffrey Lautman concur. “I called Bertha Berkowitz and my mother [Magda Friedman] ‘soul sisters’ ” Fay writes in an email. “They made a pact with each other that if they survived, they would be there for each other for every happy occasion—and they were. We would schlep to Cleveland as young children on a Greyhound bus, or they would drive down to Baltimore. [From the moment our mothers were together again,] they would almost be connected at the elbow!” 

Across the world in Australia, Orna’s experience was quite similar. “Mum was lucky to stay in contact with quite a few women she spent time in Auschwitz with. Seven of them lived close by in Melbourne. They met regularly, and although I was not privy to the exact content of their conversations (spoken in languages I did not understand), I remember they would often end up talking about their time in Auschwitz, and whilst there would often be tears shed, what to this day strikes me the most is how often they laughed and giggled about how they outsmarted the SS and survived. Even as a child, I was fascinated to see them laughing despite the hell they survived.” 

It may be that laughter about the camps was unique to the women who worked in Canada—Rena never spoke about sharing funny stories with her friends, nor does Edith. Canada was that much different, and because the girls who worked there were so accomplished at outwitting the SS and stealing necessities for other prisoners right from under SS noses, their acts of rebellion became cherished memories. How many people can boast of having stuffed a bed jacket into one’s shoe, as Margie Becker did?

The remains of Canada burned to the ground long ago. Only rows of cement foundations remain in the field where the sorting depot once stood and where so many female survivors worked and struggled to endure. Where the ruins of Crematorium V should be there is now flat earth. Nearby stands the sauna where Ida Eigerman sneaked in to take her shower. 

Standing in the flat expanse of Canada, Tammy and Sharon—Ida’s children—wonder which cement slab was where their mother slept, which one was where she worked. In the sauna, they remember the shower she risked her life to take. They are looking at a memorial wall of photographs when a group of Swedish high school students descend upon us, and the room suddenly is full of young voices and faces. 

“Their mother was a survivor on the first transport to Auschwitz,” I tell the teachers. “It was made up of 297 teenagers, the age of your students.” 

Immediately, the teenagers surround the second-generation sisters. Among the blond Swedes are African refugees, who receive hugs and share tears as the sisters relate their mother’s experience of escaping oppression, being a refugee after the war, and emigrating to another country. 

A few hours later, we join Orna Tuckman and Ida’s granddaughter, Daniela, at Block 25, where in 1942, Bertha, Elena, and Margie carted bodies away. Where Ella saved Irena. Where Edith wept for Lea. Traditionally, the Kaddish—the Jewish prayer for the dead—requires ten men. We are a minyan of women. Taking each other’s hands, we begin the prayer. It is a prayer for Lea Friedman, for Magda Amster, for Adela Gross, for Magduska and Nusi Hartmann—for all the young women of the first transport and all of the transports who perished here in Auschwitz.





Archives
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	USHMM	United States Holocaust Memorial Museum


	USC 	University of Southern California Shoah Foundation Visual Archive (accessed at Columbia University, NY, and Royal Holloway University of London, UK)
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	YV	Yad Vashem—The World Holocaust Remembrance Center, Jerusalem
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I would like to thank Orna Tuckman, Tammy Forestater, Sharon Newman Ehrilchman, Avi Koren, Akiva Ischari, and Daniella and Jonathan Forestater for joining me on our journey through Slovakia and Poland, culminating in our visit to Auschwitz-Birkenau. To the director, cinematographer, and dear friend Stephen Hopkins—a.k.a. Hobbit—who filmed that entire journey for posterity, creating a documentary on the girls, thanks are small compensation for such stalwart work and tireless research. Next pint’s on me. I am also grateful to dearest Isabel Moros for connecting me to my translator, Martina Mrazova from Levoča, who amid the academic pressures of her advanced degree work, donated her time translating massive quantities of Slovakian materials for me. Among my other translators and transcribers, thank you to Kathleen Furey, Gabriel Barrow, Esther Mathieu, Johnny Baeur, Pedro Oliveira, Shekar Gahlot and of course, Avi’s wonderful wife, Sara Isachari, for her ample donation of translating Hebrew testimonies. I am also indebted to Sara Gordon for reading through an early draft and to Oliver Payne at National Geographic, and his marvelous wife, Cindy Leitner, for all of your support and for introducing me to Kitry Krause, my excellent copyeditor, who worked round the clock with me fixing last-minute errors.

I need to thank the many relatives of girls on the first transport who gave me stories and photographs so we can know these young women as they really were in 1942—young and innocent. Thank you, Beni Greenman (cousin to Magda Amster); Peter Chudý (son of Klara Lustbader); Andrea Glancszpigel (granddaughter of Sara Bleich); Dasha Grafil (daughter of Linda—Libusha—Reich); Ilanna Lefovitz (daughter of Serena Lefkovitz); Donna Steinhorn (daughter of Marta Friedman); Celia Pretter and Belle Liss (daughters of Regina Schwartz); Judith Gold (daughter of Perel Fridman); Jeffrey Lautman (son of Bertha Berkowitz); Naomi Ickovitz (niece of Bertha Berkowitz, daughter of Fany); Ruth Wyse (daughter of Elena Zuckermenn); Vera Power (daughter of Regina Wald); Rosette Rutman (daughter of Ella Friedman and niece of Edie and Lila); Pavol Hell (nephew of Gertrude Kleinberger); Eva Langer (niece of Frida and Helena Benovicova); Ivan Sloboda (son of Judita); Sylvia Lanier and Joseph and Robert Gelissen (children of Rena Kornreich); Susan Hartmann Schwartz (niece of Nusi Hartmann, daughter of Eugene Hartmann); Diane Young (niece of Magduska Hartmann, daughter of Andrew Hartmann); Alena Giesche (friend of Ruzena Gräber Knieža); Cheryl Metcalf (on behalf of Koplowitz and Zeigler families); also, to Maya Lee (daughter of Magda Hellinger); Sara Cohen and Norman Brandel (daughter of Danka Kornreich Brandel), and Zuzana Kovacikova (niece of Dr. Manci Schwalbova). Thank you for sharing their lives with us. I apologize that I could not include more of your stories and theirs in this book.

The hardest part of this book was writing about the girls who did not survive. When the weight of their ghosts descended, Anita Thorn sent me spiritual pick-me-ups always at the right moment. I truly wish I could have found out what happened to Magduska and Nusi Hartmann, but they are representative of hundreds of thousands—no, millions—of mysteries that will never be resolved. 

To the astrologers Molly McCord and Robert Wilkinson, thank you for helping me understand the issues around Himmler’s occult obsession and for taking my hunch seriously. Robert Wilkinson went beyond the dates I questioned seeking further back in time to find Goebbels’s own announcement of the Final Solution and revealing a deeper nefarious astrological connection than even I had imagined. Thank you both for your dedication and service to the girls. 

Writing this book was emotionally trying at times, and I am so grateful for the support of my writers’ group, Suki, Felicia, and Connie, and my girlfriends, Lauren, Nicolette, and Tamara. To my brother, who was the first writer in the family, and put up with me disappearing for ten months while I hunkered down at my desk and ignored everyone, thank you for your constant encouragement and faith in me. And to my father, who does not always understood what I am doing but has been supportive nonetheless.

It was my writing partner, friend, and husband, Simon Worrall, who first insisted that I write this book. There were times when he regretted it. Thank you for translating German transcripts, speaking to archivists in Ravensbrück on my behalf, being my first reader, editor, and champion, cooking dinner, doing the dishes, bearing up with my erratic mood swings as I wrote through the grief that sometimes surrounded my desk, and most importantly for “dancing with me to the end of time.”

Finally, a shout-out to my favorite teenagers of the next generation: Josie Perl, who at fourteen has just finished writing her first novel, and ma petite Donna Snyder, who constantly amazes me with her talent, ingenuity, and straight A’s. You give my life more meaning than you know, and I am forever proud of who you are today and of who you are going to become.
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