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To the memory of my loved ones
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József Debreczeni with his parents and his wife. Only József would survive Auschwitz; the rest were murdered upon their arrival at the camp.
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What is any damn thing worth
While weeds run riot over earth
And poisons fail to crush it?
What’s winter or the summer for
When my mother’s murderer
Still lives and thrives a fascist?
He may yet live or he may not
He may yet breathe and stuff his gut
The priest might have absolved him
He won’t be haunted, live in fear,
A song might nestle in his ear
And sunlight may well bronze him.
Heroes and prophets pass him by
Poetry, science, leave him dry:
Are there blessings set and waiting?
Mothers have been born in vain
Into the gas chambers they came
Their children at breast, suckling
It leaves him laughing as they go
The gas once more begins to flow
Time grinds out hell’s new kingdom
Dagger and atom now align
More dreadful still when they combine,
Pick up where they began
What is man expecting now?
What point in beating breast or brow?
While showers spew out murder?
All his guilt is in the past.
He finds a new uniform at last,
And poses where he killed her.

Translated by George Szirtes
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Foreword

The laws of physics dictate that the farther away an object is, the smaller it appears. But the Holocaust does not obey that rule. The Nazi attempt to eliminate the Jewish people is eight decades away, and yet it only seems to loom larger, the scale of the horror more striking and more shocking as it grows more distant. What’s more, instead of becoming blurrier as it recedes from view, we now see it in sharper detail. That is thanks in no small part to the emergence—or exhumation—of remarkable accounts like this one by József Debreczeni.

In a way, it makes a perverse sense that the Holocaust should defy what we think of as the laws of nature. For those were devised for Planet Earth, while the Holocaust seemed to take place in a different realm altogether. One survivor famously spoke of Planet Auschwitz, a place where the usual laws of moral gravity did not apply, where evil was good, black was white, and night was day. Debreczeni nods in that same direction toward the close of this book. After liberation, he meets people from “the outside world … They are the Martians of the universe beyond the barbed wire.”

Debreczeni’s testimony itself has reached us like a message from a distant planet, his words arriving decades after he set them down. First published in 1950, in the relative freedom of Tito’s Yugoslavia, where the Budapest-born Debreczeni lived after the war, they were lost for a while in the static of the cold war: the author’s praise for his Red Army liberators deemed too much for the anti-communist stomachs of the West, while his insistence that it was Jews, rather than the more nebulous category of “victims of fascism,” who had been singled out for annihilation proved unpalatable to the Stalinists of the East. In a Yugoslavia non-aligned between the two power blocs, Debreczeni found an audience initially receptive to his story—which was written in Hungarian, one of the country’s official minority languages, and produced by a state-owned publisher. But that did not last long. By the 1960s and 1970s, Yugoslavia had become a colder house for Jews.

Still, now we have the book—and it was worth the wait. The library of Holocaust testimony is vast and expanding; nevertheless, Debreczeni delivers something of singular value. It’s not only that his are the recollections of a fully conscious adult—when so many accounts are, necessarily, confined to the memories of a child—but that he writes as a professional, highly skilled observer. He is a good noticer, with a journalist’s eye for the telling, human detail. Crammed with other Jews from the Bačka region of Serbia into the goods train that will take them to Auschwitz, he sees Mr. Mandel, an old man, a friend of his father’s, a carpenter, now deprived of the cigarettes that had been his staple:

“For sixty years he’d smoked fifty a day. Not a man alive had ever seen Mr. Mandel without a smoldering cigarette … On the train his right hand sometimes moved mechanically, as if holding a cigarette. Between his index and middle fingers Mr. Mandel raised the imagined cigarette to wilted lips. Like a child pretending to smoke, he even pursed his lips to puff.”

Good as he is at seeing the trees, Debreczeni never loses sight of the larger forest. He grasps that he is now a witness to the darkest possibilities of human nature, that he is seeing the desperate depths to which people will sink when they are deprived of the essentials for physical survival, none more basic than food. He is witness, survivor, victim, and also analyst, offering ruminations on some of the enduring questions raised by the Holocaust, among them the puzzle of how arguably the most cultured nation in Europe could have led the continent’s descent into the most brutal savagery:

“This is a singular people. A bunch of inner contradictions, a bunch of dumbfounding extremes, a singular people that has given the world not only [Nobel Prize winner] Robert Koch but also Ilse Koch, the Witch of Buchenwald, the most perverse woman serial killer of all time, not only [the astronomer] Kepler, but also Himmler … Both those obsessed with understanding and the gravediggers of civilization.”

The result is a book that, across a mere two-hundred-odd pages, shines a light into corners of the Shoah we may not have seen. Of course, some observations will be familiar enough, though they are put here starkly—starting with the cruelty that became routine on that bleak planet. We see one tormentor, supposedly a medic, “jump up and down on a patient’s chest like a rubber ball, stomping on him with bloodshot eyes until he was worn out. The victim’s crime: he’d tried conniving his way to a second helping of soup.” Debreczeni also reminds us that the victims did not know their imminent fate—a fact crucial to understanding how the Final Solution was possible—and that so many others most certainly did. Describing his journey to the death camp, the author writes: “None of us … knew about Auschwitz. But the bayonet-adorned Hungarian policemen the Germans had positioned every fifty meters along the road, they knew.” That same sentence carries a reminder that, while the eradication of the Jews may have been a project initiated by Berlin, it relied on accomplices recruited across occupied Europe, many only too eager to join the mission of extermination. Active collaboration was aided by the willful blindness of those who, despite living at or near the scene of the crime, would later claim to have seen nothing. At one point, Debreczeni describes a passenger train that passes alongside wagons packed with deportees—“No one looked twice at us”—and wonders, “had death trains become an everyday sight by now?”

Much of what is laid bare in Cold Crematorium will come as a shock even to those who consider themselves broadly familiar with the facts of the Holocaust. For what does the average twenty-first-century citizen know of Auschwitz? Perhaps that Jews arrived in cattle cars and were led into what they thought were showers, where they were gassed to death, their bodies turned to ash in ovens. This account, like others published in recent years, shows how incomplete that picture is.

For one thing, Debreczeni was only briefly in the camp we think of as Auschwitz. Instead, he was held in three separate subcamps within a vast network that stretched across the region: those three were satellites of Gross-Rosen, which itself was initially a subcamp of Sachsenhausen. Debreczeni referred to this broader archipelago of horror as “The Land of Auschwitz.” Here, those Jews who had survived the initial selection—sent not to the left, to be gassed, but to the right, so that they might be worked to death—were used as slaves, fed almost nothing, kept in conditions that would shame livestock, and subjected to permanent, arbitrary violence. They were tasked with the most back-breaking work: it might be mining or the excavation and construction of subterranean tunneling—apparently to create an underground refuge for German forces facing defeat and retreat.

Their daily tormentors were not, as many readers might imagine, only Nazi Germans or even the Nazis’ local collaborators wearing the gray-green uniforms of the SS. In this book, the Germans are mostly out of view and off stage: they are the ultimate authority, the masters of the camp, but their will is done by others. Those others are the kapos, the prisoners picked—often entirely at random—to serve as the Nazis’ enforcers, armed both with truncheons and, deployed no less cruelly, the power to distribute the camp’s meager resources—the most precious of which is food.

These are the men whom the author and, thanks to the precision of his pen, his reader come to despise. When all around them are starving, each prisoner allocated no more than the exact, scientifically calculated minimum number of calories required for a human being to survive—“just enough nutrients, absolutely necessary to maintain life. To maintain it, not to protect it. The latter isn’t important at all”—those kapos charged with handing out bread or ladling out soup show their fellow inmates a callousness that will disturb anyone who imagined solidarity among slaves. They skim off a bit of each portion for themselves and their chums, using their gains for trade. Debreczeni discovers that, even as he and others were subsisting on slivers of bread, margarine, and soup too thin to merit the name, a matter of yards away, in his locked quarters, one of these super-kapos had amassed “boxes upon boxes of cheese and mountains of bread.” Sometimes their brutality is more direct. That sadist who made a sport of jumping up and down on the bellies and chests of frail, famished men too weak to resist: he was not an SS officer but a fellow prisoner.

To be clear, Debreczeni knows who the true villains are. He knows that when a senior kapo administers fifty lashes of the whip to a luckless inmate, he does so with vigor because standing over him is the SS sergeant who ordered the flogging—and “if the camp god suspects shenanigans it often happens that the blows continue on the head of the one meting out the sentence.”

He understands the psychological trick that is being played on him and the rest of the häftlinge, or prisoners, directing their loathing away from the lords of the Auschwitz universe and toward those who, to secure their own survival, have become the masters’ henchmen. It is a “diabolically imaginative Nazi system” that understands and exploits human nature, including that “old supposition—proven true on countless occasions—that the best slave driver is a slave accorded a privileged position.” The Nazis can maintain total control over three thousand men with just two hundred men of their own in part because they have guns, but also because they have deployed the timeless stratagem of the conqueror: divide and rule.

Debreczeni describes all this as both guinea pig in and observer of a vicious social experiment. He is struck not only by the speed with which a new pecking order takes shape, how fast a fresh kapo kingpin is surrounded by courtiers, but also by the pattern that prevails among the Jewish members of the enforcer class: “Such towering figures of the Auschwitz hierarchy were recruited from among those who, back home, had stood on the bottom rungs of Jewish society. Those who’d made nothing of themselves—schnorrers, nebbishes, schlemiels, freeloaders, rogues, swindlers, idlers, slackers—all blossomed in this swamp.”

The author notices too a crucial fact that has eluded many—though not all—chroniclers of the Holocaust. Perhaps because murder is a graver crime than larceny, the economic function of Auschwitz is too often overlooked. But Debreczeni sees it. He understands that the worldly goods of those shipped to Auschwitz in freight trains, whether they be clothes, shoes, human hair, or gold teeth, were dispatched to Germany for sale or use—that the Jews were a resource to be exploited to the last ounce, their possessions, their labor, and their bodies a means for the Reich either to make or save money.

The details he provides on this are stark. Debreczeni names names, spelling out precisely which German corporations maintained an on-the-ground presence, using Jewish slaves as their workforce. In the subcamp of Eule, for example, he reports, “The work is carried out by three companies. The Waldenburg branch of Georg Urban Civil and Structural Engineering AG leases most of the digging work; Kemna AG drills tunnels; and Baugesellschaft builds the structures in what is planned to be a sprawling city of barracks.”

These companies were so embedded in the death camp, so integrated in its operations, that prisoners would have company names on their striped uniforms. Officials of these companies acted as overseers and slavemasters, cheerfully reporting to the SS those Jewish inmates they deemed to be slacking—thereby sentencing them to death. A reporter to his fingertips, Debreczeni supplies the key facts: “For my labor the company pays Hitler’s state two marks a day to cover my ‘board’ and my ‘apparel,’ and I harbor no illusions that I won’t have to earn this sum with blood.”

The SS architects of the Land of Auschwitz always intended it to be an economic hub, a throbbing industrial center, but there is another, more intimate economy Debreczeni describes. Once more, as if from the pages of a study in anthropology, he sketches the illicit trade among the prisoners themselves—in crumbs, morsels, and discarded cigarette ends, the currency of those who have nothing.

“It’s become widespread practice for even the living to sell the treasures lurking in their oral cavities. A whole army of häftlinge has come to specialize in extracting gold for modest compensation from the mouths of those who volunteer. It’s mainly the kitchen workers who buy such gold, in exchange for soup. One gold crown yields special soup every day for a week. That’s the going rate.”

Yet, what readers might well remember most vividly from this book is its unflinching account of the sheer repulsiveness of camp life. None of this is for the squeamish. But Debreczeni is insistent that we understand what life is like for people denied the fundamentals of human existence: to eat, to drink, to wash.

Disease and lice are everywhere. “Our blankets are swarming with silvery-glistening colonies of larvae.” Underwear is a rare treasure. If you have it, you look after it, like the man who, using a needle, “strove tirelessly to exterminate the lice larvae from under the hems of [his] underpants.” There is no sanitation. “Every couple of minutes we move over and squat, emptying pus. Bouts of diarrhea afflict some men twenty times a day.” Debreczeni’s voyage into hell ends in a hospital camp, maintained because, as the Allies approached, the Nazis feared being caught red-handed engaged in obvious mass murder. There the living bunk up alongside the dead and dying. Those confined to “bed” share it with men who, in the last seconds of life, involuntarily empty their bowels. Sometimes the surviving inmates prop up the corpse to look as if it is still alive: that way they might receive the dead man’s food ration:

“The ‘pot’ is a dented tin bucket into which those who can’t get up relieve themselves—assuming it reaches them in time. Those who carry the pots are usually deaf to the wailing cries urging them to come. The bucket nearly always arrives late, and the bedridden person either soils himself or, more often, does his business on the floor. Everyone has diarrhea. Hence the horrid yellow streams along the rows of beds.”

These are people treated like animals who, sooner than you might expect, behave like animals. Debreczeni notices the transformation early, during that fetid, starved, parched journey in the cattle trucks, when the Nazis put their Jewish captives on “four legs” for the first time. On arrival in the Auschwitz main camp, just after they have had all their body hair shaved off, a guard shrieks an order:

“‘Open your snouts!’

We understood all too well: not mouths, but snouts.”

Debreczeni is a writer so, naturally, he notices that the first step toward dehumanization is taken through language. Unsentimentally, he records that this loss of humanity was an internal process as well as an external one: shorn of their clothes, their possessions, their hair, their name, prisoners ceased to be who they were, even to themselves. In the subcamp of Fürstenstein, a fellow inmate introduces himself: “‘My name was Farkas. Dr. Farkas.’” The past tense of that sentence lingers.

Indeed, it comes as a jolt each time the author reminds you that these feral beings were once people, with individual lives—that the slave who just dropped dead in front of Debreczeni was, back home, known for the “provincial elegance” of his dress, that the man who speaks with now-dead loved ones in his sleep was “a wholesaler,” back when they all lived on Planet Earth. The recollection of these small details is an act of defiance in itself, an insistence on restoring the humanity of those forcibly deprived of it.

Again and again come observations both poignant and arresting. The author tells us that when people are reduced to skin and bone, their only drive is for sustenance. “The body can have only one desire: to eat … There is no sexuality in the Land of Auschwitz.” That’s only in part down to hunger. It is also because prisoners who have inhabited “a chamber of horrors full of sores and boils oozing disgust” have come to be repelled by the human body itself.

And we learn of an urge rarely discussed, given that readers are presumed to prefer uplifting stories of survival that testify to the resilience of the human spirit. Candidly, Debreczeni notes, repeatedly, the descent into madness of those around him and the lure of suicide. “One day you suddenly imagine death to be like some sumptuous, refreshing steam bath,” one prisoner says. The author himself confesses that “the thought of imminent death [has] become outright desirable.”

This is an account of grinding pain and wicked barbarity, but it is punctuated by moments of intense drama. In Eule, the ultimate kapo, the dreaded “elder” of the camp, is a man named Max. One day, it falls to him to read out a list of two thousand people—by number, not name—who are to stand in a separate column. It takes him a full two hours, number after number, as each man identified trembles with fear. “Max reads out the numbers in a booming voice. All at once he happens upon his own. He must call that out, too; there’s no appeal.” The “camp god” has selected himself.

Debreczeni knows how incredible, in the literal sense, all this is. In the Auschwitz main camp, a fellow prisoner from France points out the chimneys, spewing out the “filthy smoke” of mass murder. “If one day someone writes about what is happening over there, they’ll be seen as either crazy or as a perverse liar,” the man says. Like several of those trapped by the Nazi killing machine, Debreczeni understood at the time that, in the future, there would be those whose response to the Holocaust would be to deny such horror ever happened. This painful, absorbing book is an unanswerable reply.

—Jonathan Freedland




Part I
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THE LONG TRAIN, COMPRISED OF LOW BOXCARS WITH German insignia, was grinding to a halt.

“We’re stopping,” the word spread among the barely conscious, listless crowd.

We suspected that we were nearing our destination. We’d been herded aboard two and a half days earlier in Bačka Topola, and since then we’d stopped just twice, and only for a minute or two. On the first such occasion, some sort of thin soup was handed in through a gap wide enough to fit only the bowl containing it. The second time, the train slowed down along the open tracks. The bolts screeched open, and the German military police, in grass-green uniforms, barked shrilly:

“Aussteigen! Zur seite! Los! Los! [Exit! To the side! Come on! Come on!]”

We stopped by an embankment awash with flowers and beside a little patch of woods. Who could say where we were? In Hungary, Slovakia, or perhaps Poland? The henchmen, in their grass-green uniforms, announced that we could relieve ourselves.

“Going into the woods is prohibited! We will shoot at every suspicious movement!”

Hundreds upon hundreds of people stampeded toward the designated narrow space. Old women’s fading eyes were grotesque mirrors of terror. Six days earlier, these women had been sitting in their lovely old armchairs talking of Sunday lunch. They’d been listening to the radio and looking out at their yards from the living rooms of their provincial homes, awaiting news of grandchildren away on forced labor service.

Younger, married women. Days earlier they’d been sprinkling their bosoms and arms all over with eau de toilette, and discreetly draping their skirts over their knees each time they sat down.

Girls. Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen years old. They’d learned to curtsey properly. At home they’d left schoolbooks; perhaps a few timid love letters in ribbon-tied, paper lace–adorned boxes of chocolate; and wildflowers pressed between the pages of keepsake albums.

Men. Young and old. Wide-eyed schoolboys and disheveled adolescents. Grown-ups in their prime, men getting on in years, octogenarians. They run; they run. For two days they had no way of relieving themselves. They spread their legs instinctively, squatting like animals. Urine collects in pools. Nearby, the camp guards, in spick-and-span grass-green uniforms, don’t take their eyes off them. Not a line stirs on the faces of these guards. They aren’t human. Nor, any longer, are those who are squatting.

I believe that somewhere in Eastern Europe an extraordinary metamorphosis took place at the edge of a verdant forest along a railway embankment. That is where the people of this tightly locked train of hell were transformed into animals. Just like all the others, the hundreds of thousands of people that the madness had sent spewing out of fifteen countries toward factories of death and gas chambers.

At that moment they put us on all four legs for the first time.

***

The train is slowing ….

What remains of life stirs in the darkness of the train cars. Of the sixty human beings herded into our boxcar back in Topola, fifty-six still show faint signs of life. Primal terror, hunger, thirst, and lack of air have already done in four of us. Their corpses have been heaped into a pile in a corner. Most of us are from the southern and central Bačka region of Serbia’s Vojvodina. Mr. Mandel, the old carpenter, a good friend of my father, was among them, and he was the first to fall. Mr. Mandel had made the furniture for more than a few girls from Bačka for their betrothals. He did so always reliably, honorably.

What the old carpenter died of, I think, was that his cigarettes had been taken away. For sixty years he’d smoked fifty a day. Not a man alive had ever seen Mr. Mandel without a smoldering cigarette. His supply, along with his jewelry and money, had been confiscated back in the camp in Topola. For twenty-four hours en route, Mr. Mandel just stared blankly, stubbornly, deliriously, at the surging mass of people all around, at the billowing of all those stinking, steaming human bodies. Sixty years of work had stained his hands to a mahogany hue. On the train his right hand sometimes moved mechanically, as if holding a cigarette. Between his index and middle fingers Mr. Mandel raised the imagined cigarette to wilted lips. Like a child pretending to smoke, he even pursed his lips to puff. But after Nové Zámky, that aging head of his tilted to the side. His death was not an event. Here death could no longer be an event. For a moment, Dr. Bakács from Novi Sad, raised that haggard head above the frayed fur vest. He gave a tired wave of the hand. Dr. Bakács was already in a bad way, too. Perhaps he was thinking that in twelve hours some other doctor in the car would be taking note of his own death.

Two people went mad. They raged incessantly for many hours. Bloodshot eyes bulged from their waxlike faces as they sprayed foamy spit all over and tried clawing at the faces and scratching at the eyes of those standing nearby. Without further ado, the camp guards shoved these two and those rounded up from the other boxcars into the woods when we stopped to relieve ourselves. A few minutes later we heard the crackle of machine-gun fire. One of the grass-green henchmen let out a thick, vile guffaw, and spat.

No, we didn’t look at each other. We’d been on the road too long for that.

On the road … to where?

I was somehow amazed at myself. This road … Subotica, Budapest, Nové Zámky. Lo and behold, I’m still alive, and I haven’t gone mad, either—so came the fleeting thought. Not that I was thinking much. To be thinking, I too—no matter how much I’d managed to hold myself together—would have needed cigarettes. And yet I had none.

Lake Balaton, frothing a restless green, comes into view through the tiny cell window of the car. On this windy, rainy first of May, tonguelike waves vomit with revulsion toward the train. I see Nagykanizsa. We rumble past the small city without stopping, though back in Topola policeman number 6626 said we’d be brought here to work.

“Have no fear,” 6626 had whispered to us. “You’re off to Nagykanizsa, where you’ll do agricultural work.”

Number 6626 was an amiable, sober-minded Hungarian peasant. He bellowed loudly at the internees loitering about in the yard, hauling stewpots, drawing water from the well, or standing about exhaustedly, but meanwhile—when the German guard wasn’t looking—he winked at us blithely, wagging his head, like some chummy little rascal.

It was May 1944, and by then few Hungarian peasants were still so beguiled by Nazism that they couldn’t see this much: Döme Sztójay, László Baky, László Endre, Béla Imrédy—pro-fascist Hungarian leaders—and other such murderers had lost the game. Someone would have to pay for the blood, the tears, and the kicks.

Number 6626 was mistaken all the same. We didn’t go to Nagykanizsa.

The mirror of the Drava River sparkles meaninglessly upon us. On the other side is Pavelić’s Nazified Croatia. That is, death. Just like that, from the middle of life. I wave my hand as did my onetime teacher of Greek, Mr. Lendvai, from the window of his faculty office ten days earlier in Sombor, as we were being loaded onto trucks on the street below, in front of the high school. I’m standing on the bed of the truck, wearing a backpack and a jacket with a homemade, regulation-size yellow star. Mr. Lendvai, whose class I finished in 1924 with an A, and the other teachers look out numbly at the truck and its anxious throng of passengers. Our eyes meet, and Mr. Lendvai waves his hand just so. I understood.

The world is over. Everything is over. So said Mr. Lendvai’s wave of the hand.

Nenikekas Judaiae … nenikekas Judaiae … Wretched Jews … wretched Jews …

***

The prisoners walk on the sprawling grounds of the Topola internment camp. Older folks dodder along, hands clasped behind their backs. Some people exchange tearful smiles on recognizing each other. Present here is practically the entire team of Yugoslavia’s onetime Hungarian-language daily paper: editors and other staff, old and new. Our cynicism masks our despair.

“The women and children were rounded up yesterday,” says stumpy Lajos Jávor, who suffers from heart trouble. His bloodless lips are wincing strangely even though his perpetual smile is frozen on his face. “In Subotica, Sombor, Novi Sad. Everywhere. They rounded up everyone.”

Dr. János Móricz, the onetime editor in chief, to whom I’d once handed over my first pieces, in anxious veneration, wipes his pince-nez spectacles and snaps at me:

“Translate this to Hungarian if you’re a translator.”

Hopelessness takes off all its clothes in everyone’s eyes. Damp, frayed straw mattresses lie about within the ugly, red-stone building. The persecuted sit on heaps of suitcases and rucksacks, staring blankly ahead. A few of them still have cigarettes, which they managed to hide from the guards on arrival. They are now prodigal smokers. No one here bothers with tomorrow. Nor even with the next fifteen minutes. Despair doesn’t look through calendars, and it pays no heed to planning. Tomorrow is shrouded in a fog of distance so hopeless that it might as well be the next millennium, when people might be wandering about in skirts or tunics, when there won’t be relocation camps and, perhaps, the guiltless need not be punished.

Tomorrow … But who bothers with that? After all, even the women were rounded up yesterday. As were the children. But why? Almighty madness, why? We don’t dare think through the thought. There, in Topola, few of us had heard of Auschwitz, and little at that. Vague snippets of information about the chilling terrors of the Polish ghettos had reached us, true, and with chattering teeth we can recall the deportation of women from Slovakia, but only yesterday all this was distant and unbelievable. Not even now did we dare think seriously that we would be hauled away, abroad, thousands and thousands of innocents. We tried cheering up ourselves and the others by concocting technical difficulties.

“The Nazis now have other problems. Where would they acquire the coal, boxcars, trains, and people needed to pull off this sort of mass migration?”

So said Béla Maurer, lawyer and political commentator, in a tone of voice tolerating no dissent. Indeed, the others’ expressions were encouraging. Hungarian workers and peasants had not yet been irrevocably clouded in their thinking by the madness of the brownshirts. They sensed instinctively that the folks in charge had lead in their wings. The more intrepid among them mouthed off in taverns about villainous things going on. They were already smiling at the flowery communiqués from the front, at constrained euphemisms such as “breakaway military maneuvers,” “strategic retreats,” “redeployments,” and “repositioning.”

On Hungarian land, smug Germans were already being showered with dark glances. The people could see what their leaders didn’t want to see: the tired, rumpled, unshaven Wehrmacht regulars; the imbecilic, apathetic SS guards, whose merciless eyes had already sunk deep under their helmets; the ditzy fifteen- and sixteen-year-old kids draped in shirts made of tent canvas—the army with which the German “allies” had occupied the country. They saw they had to go back, and they knew there was no going back. Empty streets, shuttered windows, defiantly sullen faces. The awaiting silence of the inevitable horror skulked in the villages of the Bačka region, too. The quiet of the coming storm stood on tiptoes.

When we set off on the four-kilometer march from the grounds of the camp in Topola toward the railway station, none of us—not the men with their bundles and backpacks, not the waddling kids, not the tired women—knew about Auschwitz. But the bayonet-adorned Hungarian policemen the Germans had positioned every fifty meters along the road, they knew.

Hatred smoldered in the eyes of the policemen. That carefully seeded hatred whose proxies, trained to follow commands, didn’t exactly question a whole lot. And yet there were some whose sober-minded peasant humanity was resuscitated by the stunning scene. A few of the armed statues lining the road murmured:

“May God save you!”

The half-conscious people wobbling along don’t even glance that way, but that ominous sentence of farewell is still resounding in me when, from far away, I first glimpse our train along one of the platforms at the station. The cars with their “DR” emblem—Deutsche Reichsbahn (German National Railway)—speak a German even more German than that of the German camp guards accompanying us. We’re being deported, after all. The best-case scenario: gas chambers. The worst-case: slave labor until death.

And to think how sorry we’d felt for those eight among us who’d taken their own lives at the camp when the order for departure had come—when it became clear that our Hungarian camp was nothing more than a relocation site. The whole thing had been more tolerable, after all, as long as we could keep telling ourselves that they’d keep us there or order us to some other place in Hungary. Topola, Bačka …! This familiar conceptual duality, this thought, had somehow kept the terror of utter hopelessness at bay. Topola was still a bit of home.

Our eyes sought hope, and glinting before them was the dubious, if not yet completely discredited, promise of personal security represented by the four numbers gleaming on the belts of the Hungarian Royal Gendarmes. Grasping at the straws of a familiar landscape, we held out hope that we were not yet completely outside the law of our land. A Hungarian Nazi could be just as cruel as a German one. He could be just as determined. But his ingenuity—so we felt—had not yet warped into the sadism of the gas chambers.
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THE TRAIN SLOWS DOWN.

We scramble to crane our necks by the tiny window with iron bars. Once again, that window has become interesting. In the past twenty-four hours we’ve hardly glanced out of it. What could there have been worth seeing? Rubinfeld alone looked out now and again.

Rubinfeld wound up in our car two nights ago amid exceptional circumstances. The train had slowed then, too, before stopping with a jolt. The car door suddenly tore open, and unfamiliar hands shoved in a man covered with blood. We then started off at once. Obviously, we’d stopped for this reason alone. Around dawn a smidgen of light filtered in, and a few of us recognized Rubinfeld. A Jewish refugee from L’viv, he was one of the thousands of unfortunates Hitler’s expansion had driven from their homes and chased across half of Europe. In the course of his ordeal, he’d traveled through Vienna, Prague, Warsaw, Belgrade, and Budapest. So it was that he’d wound up in Bačka. There he lived, or, rather, he’d been hiding, for a good few months in Novi Sad. He was partly toying with, and partly paying off, the detectives charged with checking on foreigners.

It took two hours for him to come to and be able to tell us what had happened. In Topola the Germans had designated a Wagenälteste—a Wagon Elder—for each railcar. The induction unfolded when the German guards would scream at the






















































VINTAGE

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

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

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in the United States of America by St. Martin’s Press, an imprint of St. Martin’s Publishing Group, in 2023 
First published in Great Britain by Jonathan Cape in 2024 
Originally published as HIDEG KREMATÓRIUM in 1950 by Testvériség-Egység Könyvk, Novi Sad, Serbia; republished in 1975 and 2015 by Forum Könyvkiadó, Novi Sad, Serbia

Copyright © 2023 by the Estate of József Debreczeni 
Foreword copyright © 2023 by Jonathan Freedland 
“What is any damn thing worth” translation by George Szirtes.

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover illustration © Katja Lang 
Cover design © Suzanne Dean

Design by Meryl Sussman Levavi

Map by Laura Hartman Maestro, original schematic courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum

ISBN: 978-1-529-91832-8

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


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





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/images/pvi_02.jpg





EPUB/images/pviii.png
Debreczenis Journey
From Deportation to Libetration

Switzerland

. '.: - 'Buc;]':env'valcl

By

.Nafzweiler_ 5

> 'Berg"sn—Belsen "

L3

S a..chs en-
hausen

= Oranien-
s b'uy:g‘

* "sMalithadsen
L - - -

Greater Germany
]\{.‘xjor Concentration

Céxmps

'.. --é*' 3,3‘6rced-toper;orm_ SZE..V.E. labor

Reichs -
ommissariat
Ostland

Reichs -
. * Jkommissariat
Majdanek \| Ukraine

*in cdmfs around Gross-Rosen
- L] -

G(Er-teral_g‘o-u\/err}ngenf
Auschwitz . . . .

.

Because of map scale, not all camps

Solid squares represent select camps.
can be shown or labeled.

Hungar \1.7( il 1944 -
g Y 1 De;:tl'tfed‘;‘ﬁom .
. o e Hungarian-occupied

ugoslavia
miles y 4

Lavrz Harinan Macstro ©2023






EPUB/images/cover.jpg
VINTAGE CLASSICS

-

JOZSEF DEBRECZENI

COLD

CREMATORIUM

‘A literary diamond...

A Holocaust memoir worthy of Primo Levi’

The Times






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png
VINTAGE





EPUB/images/pvi_01.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Map



		Foreword



		Part I



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10









		Part II



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21









		Afterword



		Translator’s Note



		Glossary



		Copyright













		v



		vi



		vii



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		13



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		242



		243



		244



		245













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











