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Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration Camp

The Second Transport from Warsaw

September 3, 1943

Arbeit macht frei (Work sets you free). Though this was the greeting to the thousands of Jews who marched through the gates of Auschwitz I, there was no such greeting in Birkenau that offered any hope of freedom to those who walked through its gates in September of 1943 during an unseasonably cold month, as daily arrivals filled the air with their vapored breaths while being directed to the left or the right by Josef Mengele with a simple flick of his cane. Having been sent to go to the right by the doctor granted indescribable hardship yet to come; to the left, however, the gas chambers were for those deemed too weak, too infirm, or those who already had the look of hopelessness.

When sixteen-year-old Ayana Berkowitz entered the gate alongside her family, she was the only one who had been directed to the right, whereas her mother, father, and two siblings were steered toward a bunker-style chamber known as the Red House.

Feeling utterly alone, Ayana was taken to conjoining barracks where she was stripped of her clothes and given a gray smock to wear. Once fitted, her once beautiful hair had been sheared away by a man dressed in a leather apron, as the rough-edged blades callously nicked her scalp as if a cat had gone feral with its claws that left her skin lightly scored and actively bleeding. As soon as the shearer completed his obligation with Ayana, she was then escorted to another chamber by an SS guard and bound to a chair with the soldier tethering her wrists to the armrests with leather straps.

A second man who wore a leather-clad apron approached Ayana with a small tray that held a needle-like device and a bottle of black ink, then sat in the vacant chair beside her. Appearing as a person of indifference, he examined the record’s card for Ayana’s identification, evenly asked for her name, confirmed who she was, then took the needle to Ayana’s left forearm and began to prick her flesh with the cold fortitude of a machine.

Twenty minutes later and without so much as a word spoken between them, the tattoo artist placed the needle on the tray, capped the bottle, and went off to continue the procedure on a woman who pled for the man’s forgiveness, stating that she was sorry for being a Jew. And this bothered Ayana greatly since there was nothing to forgive. Being vilified was not the problem of the Jews, only for those who continued to cast stones against their heritage. In fact, she was proud as to who and what she was.

As the woman’s cries went unheard, Ayana Berkowitz realized that she had just been cataloged with the numerical shapes bleeding along the edges of her forearm. Once the binding straps had been removed from around her wrists, Ayana looked at the numbers more carefully on her forearm and thought: This is my new name.

100681.

When she looked at the numbers, they read: 100681. But when she twisted her forearm in such a way and read the numbers from a reversed or an upside-down angle, they changed from 100681 to 189001. Same tattoo, different numerals, 100681 becoming 189001, the numbers now upside down and backward. When she tilted her forearm to look at the numbers directly rather than upside-down, 189001 went back to being 100681, the inked figures changing back to their original sequence.

The magic numbers, she told herself. Two identities that are based on one original arrangement.

Then a Nazi officer grabbed her roughly by the triceps of her arm, hoisted her from the chair, and then ushered her to a line of females with shaved heads who wore similar smocks. From there they were ordered out of the barracks and into an annex where their photos were taken by a man wearing striped garments, a Jew, who was a part of the processing team. The photographer was a diminutive-looking man whose outstanding feature was an old scar that ran laterally down his cheek to his top lip, the scarring pulling down the corner of his lower eyelid enough to expose the glistening pink tissue within. Whether the scar was born by an assault from a German wielding a truncheon or by an accident prior to the ‘social change,’ Ayana did not know. But she did wonder.

Once the processing was complete, Ayana, along with many others, was persuasively ushered into the quad outside the barrack where a gray mantle covered the ground, as distant chimneys belched columns of smoke.

As they marched across the compound, Ayana looked at the drifts of flakes and believed it to be snow. But they weren’t white or pristine at all, but somewhat sickly in color. When she stuck her tongue out to allow the flakes to alight, her palate told her that it wasn’t snow, but ashes. So, she spat repeatedly to cleanse her mouth of the taste before she swept a sleeved arm across her mouth, which brought laughter of malicious amusement from the SS guards around her.

Ayana Berkowitz had no idea why the sky rained with ashes, especially when she could see the rind of the sun trying to peek through the veil of cloud cover that weren’t clouds at all, but slow swirling eddies of gray-black smoke.

When the women reached their barracks, they were given an orientation by the Blockführer as to what would be expected of them, such as how to act and live and breathe if they wanted to breathe at all. Then when the officer swept the door closed behind him, women began to sob openly, the wailings filling the barrack as though it was a house of pain.

But Ayana maintained herself. She was a young woman who refused to live in fear because living in fear was not living at all. So, she raised her chin in defiance, a measure stating that she was unwilling to bend to the atrocities she knew would surely come.

Living in fear is not living at all, she told herself.

...Living in fear is not living at all...

And she continued to repeat this over and over again in her mind like a mantra.

As the wails inside the barrack continued and others called upon God for divine intervention, Ayana went to the window. The sky had various discolorations of gray-black clouds that seemed to move like restless spirits looking for a final place of salvation, the entities swirling, dipping, and curling amongst themselves as if they were lost. Then she saw the chimneys at the far side of the camp and the rising columns of smoke. That was when she realized that the chimneys were to the left of the gates with no barracks in sight.

Mama! Papa! Abigail! Lydia!

Restless spirits continued to circle the air in the form of clouds, and ash.

But in the end, and as strong as Ayana tried to be, she knew she was an orphan with no siblings to lean on for comfort, and therefore she cried along with the others inside this House of Pain.
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On the day of his seventeenth birthday, Frederic Becher celebrated his baptism by fire. After serving as part of Hitler’s Youth Organization, and on the day of his seventeenth birthday, he was ceremoniously conscripted to serve as an SS guard inside Auschwitz, where his acclimatization to the camp came by way of committing his first murder.

When Becher arrived with six other soldiers, he was ordered by the commanding officer to pick a Jew from the line at random, which he did, a young female perhaps no older than he, and walked her to the gallows.

She was hideously thin with limbs no thicker than broomsticks, and her face gaunt and hollow-looking with sharp points to her cheeks and jawline. As she walked to the gallows, she kept her eyes to the ground and was unable to see her shadow, the sun blotted out by the slow curling eddies of smoke and ash.

Once she reached the makeshift gallows, she stepped up onto a stool and took position directly beneath a ringed wire that was fixed to a crossbeam. She showed nothing other than stoic fortitude as she took her place beneath the wire’s loop and looked over her audience of Jews who were powerless to save her.

But her marginal smile to them said it all: It’s all right. I know there’s nothing any of you can do and I’m fine with that. I have stood among you many times and watched others stand upon this stool for which I now stand upon. So, believe me when I say that this is a blessing... because I’m tired of being afraid.

Then she closed her eyes, a tear escaping from one corner.

Becher was then ordered to wrap the wire around her throat, which he did...

...And to kick the stool out from beneath her.

Becher turned to his commanding officer who had an ape-like appearance with a prognathous jaw and simian brow, along with deep-set eyes so pale they appeared like ice. And whenever he spoke, he did so with authority as spittle flew from his lips.

Becher appeared to be at a crossroads, however—a seventeen-year-old commanded to steal the life of another with the justification that she was a Jew. Then he looked into the face of the victim and the wire wrapped around her throat and believed at one time that she may have been pretty, perhaps even beautiful, if her skin hadn’t been ravaged by sores before starvation had whittled her down to bare bones. And then he saw the tear slide down along her face, a slow trek.

The SS sergeant’s yells became louder and sharper, the biting words goading Becher to take his first life and to bathe in the glory of the kill thereafter. In submitting to his sergeant’s commands, he lashed his foot out and knocked the stool out from beneath her feet. The young woman’s legs pedaled for purchase of the landscape with her feet a few inches above the ground, the surface so close, but the short length of cord that kept her from doing so a deliberate measure of cruelty.

And she swung to and fro. Becher felt his stomach clench into a slick fist as a wave of nausea swept over him, could feel the bile rising, then fall. The girl opened her eyes and looked skyward, the whites turning red as blood vessels broke from the strangulation, the wire biting deep into her neck, into her flesh, her face growing scarlet in color, then purple, her tongue beginning to protrude from lips like a serpent’s head, becoming bloated as her life began to escape her. And then her legs stilled while her body swung in half-circles and her bladder evacuated, a final and stinging blow to what was left of her dignity.

Becher fell back and looked at the body upon the gallows the same way an artist falls back to appraise his work from a distance. Whereas some would approve of the rendering, Becher did not, seeing something abysmal by his making and anything but a masterpiece.

As Becher stood by the gallows, the SS sergeant’s words sounded distant and hollow as he bellowed orders to the Jewish constituency to return to their labors. All Frederic Becher wanted to do was to stare at the corpse as it swung in lazy half-circles, at the life he had taken simply because her crime was to be a Jew.

Though he had been groomed to hate an entire ethnic group from the days he was a member of the Jungvolk, his actual participation in an active genocide seemed vulgar, especially in the eyes of his god. And for the next few days, he would have to watch the body swing from the wire, as birds roosted upon her shoulders to peck at the soft tissue of her eyes. It was a way to desensitize him from what was to come, as well as to harden homicidal ambition. And killing the girl would be the first of many. This he understood.

Feeling a hand fall upon his shoulder, Becher was turned around and redirected by the SS sergeant to take his post by the gates, since a train had just arrived from Poland, the second of the day.

That was when he laid eyes upon Josef Mengele for the first time as he dictated who lived or died with a simple motion of his cane.
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Frederic Becher stood at the gates of Auschwitz-Birkenau watching people pass beneath the sign knowing they would eventually become thin to the point of emaciation—this thought having been born from the remembrance of those who stood by the gallows as spectators.

Then he closed his eyes as a wave of nausea swept through him, the bile rising deep inside his gut, hot and acidic. And then he took a couple of deep breaths of cool air to stem the rise and settle his stomach, which it did, though a bad taste remained.

Keeping his eyes closed even though there was a leakage of tears at their edges, Becher could see the Jewish girl’s face and the landmark sores that ravaged it in his mind’s eye. He saw the overwhelming sadness in her eyes, the lack of hope, and recounted the moment she pedaled her legs in self-preservation after he knocked the stool out from underneath, then the ensuing convulsions and the loss of bladder control, until she finally stilled.

I’m a killer, he considered. For no other reason than being a Jew... I killed her.

Becher found no comfort in this when so many others seemed to bathe in the glory of the kill, even when he had been groomed over a lifetime to do so. For Frederic Becher, his first kill had come with a crippling emotional cost. He wondered if this sudden rack of underlying guilt would burgeon with every subsequent kill, an act that was expected of him inside the camp.

“It’s the second one today,” he heard a voice say from behind.

Becher opened his eyes and quickly brought a sleeve up to dry the areas around them, and then he faced an SS guard, someone who had the fresh-scrubbed look of youth, even though he had a cigarette wedged between two fingers as if it was a prop to give off the impression that he was much older.

“From Poland,” he added. Then he brought the cigarette to his lips and took a drag, the butt’s end flaring a moment before he finally blew a cloud of smoke that mingled with the vapors of his breath. Then he used the cigarette as a pointer and directed its burning head towards Becher. “You’re new,” he said. “A kid.”

“And you’re such an adult?” Becher asked him, determining that the guard was not much older than he.

The guard nodded. “In here? Yes. I am. People grow up fast in a place like this. As will you.” He took another drag from the cigarette and flicked it off to a distance where it would smolder on the gravel. Then: “My name is Hans.” The guard extended his hand to Becher, who took it. “Welcome to Auschwitz.”

Becher shook the guard’s hand, released it, and focused his attention on the throngs of people being herded off the trains and through the gates. “So many people,” he commented softly as if thinking out loud.

“And more will come. More always come.”

“Where will they go? The camp is only so large.”

Hans gave a one-sided grin, which appeared more feigned than amused. “As some enter,” he said, “others leave through the chimneys.” He pointed to the twin stacks at the complex’s far end.

“I don’t understand,” said Becher.

“You will.”

For a long time, they watched Mengele direct his SS guards to filter out the chosen ones, as mothers cried out in opposition when their children were whisked away or removed from their grasp, with the women beaten mercilessly with truncheons until they could voice their disapproval no more, only pain.

Becher took on a disgusted look, which was picked up by Hans.

“You’ll get used to it,” he told Becher. “And do not forget your teachings as a member of the Jungvolk and Hitler’s Youth... They are only Jews.”

More beatings from truncheons that delivered cries and pleas to stop, only for their appeals to fall on deaf ears.

Becher closed his eyes, teachings or not, and tried to dismiss all that was going on around him. He could hear people scream, which provoked an occasional gunshot. Then came the slapping of a truncheon against already beaten flesh, a sickening noise that evoked additional cries that sounded like banshee wails.

Then more gunfire.

More madness.

And the day was still young as the overhead sun marked the beginning of noon.

Then Becher opened his eyes and noted that Josef Mengele appeared to be smiling with malicious amusement, as he chose the fates of those who crossed his path.

With a flick of his cane to the left: death.

To the right: a reprieve.

And Becher wondered if those saved and sent to the right were blessed at all.

Perhaps immediate death, he thought, was the true blessing here inside this dark kingdom.

And then Hans’s hand alit on Becher’s shoulder. “You’ll get used to it,” he told him. “Once you become numb to it... then you become a part of it.”

Becher wanted to shake his head and say ‘no.’ Nor did he want to admit to Hans that his teachings and grooming about the Jews never really took root or became firmly entrenched but was more of an afterthought that held little weight to it.

But as the day wore on and children were wrenched from their parents’ grip, as beatings became a way to inform the Jews that this would be common practice for methods of control, Becher realized that Hans was right about growing up quickly in Auschwitz. Children either break quickly under such measures or become desensitized by them. And if Becher did not separate himself from the madness that was unfolding before him, he would surely fall. So, to make it through this ongoing carnage that played out around him, he would need to become a part of the system as Hans did.

Hans’s hand remained on Becher’s shoulder. “At least here,” Hans said to Becher, “it’s better than being on the Russian Front, yes?”

“Is it?”

“The Red Army is making gains and is reportedly marching toward Berlin. Germans are dying by the thousands, which is why some chose this detail instead of fighting along the border. So, tell me, is it not better to be here? In Auschwitz?”

Becher never felt as dirty as he did now, as he could feel himself buckle to the accordance of the Nazi system. Then softly, he finally admitted: “Yes... It’s better to be here.”

Then he watched the beatings continue while Mengele chose who lived or died.
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Auschwitz-Birkenau

Crematorium I

Dror Rabin had thinned to the point of appearing critically ill, though his stamina and agility spoke differently, as he moved from oven to oven inside the crematorium. Though he was only thirty, he appeared much older. Both cheeks had sharpened over time along with the line of a once strong-looking chin that had dwindled to the shape of a garden spade, long and pointed. And his eyes, once sapphire-blue that had changed over time to a dullish gray, began to recede into the hollows of his head, with the areas surrounding his eyes nothing but dark rings.

He had been working the crematorium for several months along with Aaron Baumstein and Ephraim Levy, all having been transported from the Warsaw ghetto with two thousand others on a single transport. Over the period of their incarceration while having been consigned to the disagreeable work of operating the ovens, they barely recognized those who had accompanied them on the train when their ruined corpses had been wheeled to the crematorium.

Dror stood at the foot of the cart and measured the new arrival of the dead—all nude and prepped for the ovens—with neutral features. Men, women, and children laid bound in a wild tangle of limbs. Some had their eyes at half-mast and mouths slightly open, showing rows of rotting or missing teeth. Others, however, appeared less weathered by the atrocities, a sign that Mengele had sent them to the Red House the moment of their arrival.

Dror looked at Baumstein and Levy. “Why do we stand here and wait?” he asked them.

“And what would you have us do, Dror?” returned Baumstein.

Dror reached into the cart, grabbed a woman who was so physically wasted, he was able to lift her with little effort and place her on the tray before the oven’s opening. Then he stepped back and pointed to her with a gloved hand. “Bernice Loebl,” he said. “She came with us on the transport, do you remember? She stood next to us saying that it would be ‘all right.’ And she continued to give us hope throughout the journey.” Then he pushed the tray into the oven for the fires to consume. Then in even detachment, he added: “I’m tired of watching my family and friends burn to ashes in the flames.”

Ephraim and Aaron watched the body burn, the act eliciting little emotion since they had become numbed by the repetitive process.

“So, I ask you once again,” said Dror. “I ask both of you: Why do we wait for our time in the ovens? We all know it’s coming.” Then he gave them a sidelong glance as the fire’s light caused his eyes to reflect the glint of burning flames. “Every morning I pick scabs from my sores and use the blood to color my face to make the guards believe I’m capable of performing my duties for the day. You do the same, Ephraim. I have watched you.”

“And your point?” asked Ephraim.

Dror walked away from the oven, the glint in his eyes dissipating. “Yesterday I heard two SS guards talking about Jews, obviously loud enough so that I would hear. Do you want to know what they said?”

Neither man spoke, accepting this as rhetorical.

“They said that Jews were good at one thing... That we were good at dying.”

“Dror, we all know that that’s not true,” said Aaron.

“Then we need to prove them wrong,” Dror shot back forcefully. “As many as two thousand Jews arrive on a single transport, which means that two thousand more must pass through the chimneys to make room. Some are starved to death. Others are beaten. Sometimes entire blocks filled with Jews are killed in the gas chambers. But in the end, Aaron, they all cross our paths and are burned in the ovens, most without lifting a finger.”

Aaron Baumstein could not deny this. Neither could Ephraim Levy.

Then from Ephraim: “We have no power here.”

Dror raised a gloved hand and balled it into a fist. “Then we create it,” he said through clenched teeth.

“How?” asked Aaron.

Dror turned to him. “Nearly three months ago there was an uprising in Treblinka, and one hundred Jews escaped. Two weeks ago, in Sobibor, another three hundred—”

Aaron immediately raised a hand and patted the air as a means for Dror to stop talking. “Hold on,” he told him, still patting the air. “Many of those, if not all, were killed in Treblinka,” he said. “And then as punishment for attempting to do so, hundreds of Jews who took no part in the uprising were executed as an example to others.”

“But at least they died on their feet, Aaron, and not on their knees.” Then Dror raised a finger in emphasis. “And tell Ephraim about Sobibor, since you appear to know so much.”

“What’s to say?” he said, shrugging. “Other than many Jews were killed there as well.”

Dror faced off with Ephraim. “Then I will tell him.” Dror appeared somewhat rejuvenated and full of energy when he spoke. “Three hundred escaped from Sobibor two weeks ago,” he told him. “Many were captured and killed, true. But fifty managed to escape, Ephraim... Fifty!”

“And tell Ephraim what happened to those inside the camp, Dror. Tell him how the SS guards executed far more than the fifty who escaped.”

“That’s not the point, Aaron,” he lashed back, his eyes ablaze with madness or fury, something Aaron couldn’t quite decipher or decide as to which it was, or perhaps it was both.

So, Aaron raised a hand to calm him. “Then suppose you tell me, Dror, what the point is.”

Dror took a step closer to his friend. “Aaron, look around you.” Then he pointed to the pushcart. “Bodies are placed on the cart like blocks of wood being tossed into a wheelbarrow. Then they are brought to us for disposal. And then what happens? We take the ashes and throw them into urns with the ashes of others, who have no other commonality other than suffering. Then the urns are placed in a cold, dark subbasement for collection. So my point, Aaron, is if we don’t do something soon, then you, me, and Ephraim will end up on these trays and be pushed into the flames. Once consumed by the fire, once we’re nothing but a pile of ashes, we’ll simply be swept into a jug, and sheltered inside a basement with our only legacy being that we were Jews who did not have the dignity to stand up and fight.”

“And what do you propose we do, Dror?” asked Aaron, sounding frustrated. “Go up against a thousand heavily armed guards?”

“If we stand together, yes. They stood together in Treblinka. They stood together in Sobibor. Now we must stand together in Auschwitz.”

“There will be a cost,” said Ephraim. “Many Jews will die.”

“Success does not come without struggles, my friend. We’re all going to die anyway.” Then Dror stood back and held his arms out to his sides to display how much his garments were hanging on him, the size that once fit him properly now too large for him. “I’m shrinking away to non-existence, as are you two. Sooner or later, we’ll be too weak to do anything. And when that day comes, my friends, then the ovens will finish us off and we’ll be reduced to ashes. This is fact and you both know it.” He let his arms drop by his side. “As I said before, we either die on our feet or we die on our knees. The choice is ours to make.”

Ephraim and Aaron looked at the cart filled with skeletal remains, then at the fire that burned the body within the oven. The stench, tough acrid, was something they had become used to.

“There will be a problem,” Ephraim finally said. He turned away from the devouring flames. “It will be hard to trust many within the camp. There will be those who will try to gain favor with the guards to prolong their lives by telling them our strategies, so we must choose wisely as to who we can trust and who we cannot.”

“And we leave the kapos out of this since they have chosen to do what they do,” said Dror.

A kapo was a prisoner who was assigned by the SS guards to supervise forced labor among the Jews. They were known as the camp policeman who maintained the prisoner functionary system, which minimized costs by allowing camps to perform with fewer SS personnel. The system was designed to pit kapos against fellow prisoners to maintain the favor of their SS overlords. And since they were Jews and should they fall derelict in their duties, then they would be returned to the status of ordinary prisoners and no longer be an integral part of the camp system. But as a kapo, they were spared physical abuse and hard labor, had access to certain privileges such as civilian clothing (though they were marked with orange stars to signify their rank within the system), a private room, and much to eat.

“Kapos don’t deserve anything but what’s coming their way,” Dror added.

When Dror added the remark about what kapos deserved, it was because he knew that the lifespan of a kapo was three months, then they were systematically killed off and replaced with new kapos. Why kapos refused to see this was beyond him since the system never changed. Perhaps, Dror considered, if the kapos acted brutal enough and acted like their SS guards, then perhaps they would become accepted by them and continue on. It was a very dark hope they had clung to, one that offered promise in the beginning but delivered Hell in the end.

“Go out and talk to those you trust most,” Dror continued. “Be careful. But build an army. Give them hope by telling them that this is not the end, but a beginning.”

“Tonight,” said Ephraim, “I’ll start in my Block. It’ll take time. But we’ll formulate a plan.”

Dror nodded. “That’s good,” he said. Then he turned to Aaron. “My friend?”

Aaron nodded as well. It was the first time in a long time that he had a desire for something. “I have many friends in Block Eleven,” he told him. “It’s a good start.”

Dror gave off a preamble of a smile, something he hadn’t done for a long time. “Hope is a wonderful thing,” he said. “Hang on to it because it might just see you through.”

And then the men went to work by lifting and placing emaciated bodies onto trays and then sliding these trays into the ovens.
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