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2. On the Botton;

THE journey did not last more than twenty minutes. Then the
lorry stopped, and we saw a large door, and above it a sign,
brightly illuminated (its memory still strikes me in my dreams):
Arbeit Macht Frei, work gives freedom.

We climb down, they make us enter an enormous empty
room that is poorly heated. We have a terrible thirst. The weak
gurgle of the water in the radiators makes us ferocious; we
have had nothing to drink for four days. But there is also a tap
- and above it a card which says that it is forbidden to drink
as the water is dirty. Nonsense. It seems obvious that the card
is a joke, ‘they’ know that we are dying of thirst and they put
us in-a room, and there is a tap, and Wassertrinken Verboten.
I drink and I incite my companions to do likewise, but I have to
spit it out, the water is tepid and sweetish, with the smell of a
swamp.

This is hell. Today, in our times, hell must be like this. A

" huge, empty room: we are tired, standing on our feet, with a
tap which drips while we cannot drink the water, and we wait
for something which will certainly be terrible, and nothing hap-
pens and nothing continues to -happen. What can one think
about? One cannot think any more, it is like being already
dead. Someone sits down on the ground. The time passes drop
by drop.

We are not dead. The door is opened and an SS man enters,
smoking. He looks at us slowly and asks, ‘Wer kann Deutsch?’
One of us whom I have never seen, named Flesch, moves for-
ward; he will be our interpreter. The SS man makes a long
calm speech; the interpreter translates. We have to form rows
of five, with intervals of two yards between man and man; then
we have to undress and make a bundle of the clothes in a
special manner, the woollen garments on one side, all the rest
on the other; we must take off our shoes but pay great atten-
tion that they are not stolen.
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Stolen by whom? Why should our shoes be stolen? And
what about our documents, the few things we have in our
pockets, our watches? We all look at the interpreter, and the
interpreter asks the German, and the German smokes and
looks him through and through as if he were transparent, as
if no one had spoken.

- I had never seen old men naked. Mr Bergmann wore a truss
and asked the interpreter if he should take it off, and the in-
terpreter hesitated. But the German understood and spoke
seriously to the interpreter pointing to someone. We saw the
interpreter swallow and then he said: ‘The officer says, take off
the truss, and you will be given that of. Mr Coen.’ One could
see the words coming bitterly out of Flesch’s mouth; this was
the German manner of laughing.

Now another German comes and tells us to put the shoes in
a certain corner, and we put them there, because now it is all
over and we feel outside this world and the only thing is to
obey. Someone comes with a broom and sweeps away all the
shoes, outside the door in a heap. He is crazy, he is mixing them
all together, ninety-six pairs, they will be all unmatched. The
outside door opens, a freezing wind ‘enters and we are naked
and cover ourselves up with our arms. The wind blows and
slams the door; the German reopens it and stands watching
with interest how we writhe to hide from the wind, one behind
the other. Then he leaves . and closes it.

Now the second ‘act - begms Four men with razors, soap-
brushes and clippers burst in; they have trousers and jackets
with stripes, with a number sewn on the front; perhaps they are
the same sort as those others of this evening (this evening or
yesterday evening?); but these are robust and flourishing. We
ask many questions but they catch hold of us and in a moment
we find ourselves shaved and sheared. What comic faces we
have without hair! The four speak a language which does not
seem of this world. It is certainly not German, for I understand
a little German. ,

Finally another door is opened: here we are, locked in,
naked, sheared and standing, with our feet in water — it is a

~ shower-room. We are alone. Slowly the astonishment dissolves,
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Survival in Auschwitz

one’s number’ can one get bread and soup. Several days passed,
and not a few cuffs and punches, before we became used to
showing our number promptly enough not to disorder the
daily operation of food-distribution: weeks and months were
needed to learn its sound in the German language. And for
many days, while the habits of freedom still led me to look for
the time on my wristwatch, my new name ironically appeared
instead, a number tattooed in bluish characters under the skin.
Only much later, and slowly, a few of us learnt something
of the funereal science of the numbers of Auschwitz, which
epitomize the stages of destruction of European Judaism. To
the old hands of the camp, the numbers told everything: the
period of entry into the camp, the convoy of which one formed
a part, and consequently the nationality. Everyone will treat
with respect the numbers from 30,000 to 80,000: there are
only a few hundred left and they represented the few survivals
from the Polish ghettos. It is as well to watch out in com-
mercial dealings with a 116,000 or a 117,000: they now num-
ber only about forty, but they represent the Greeks of Salonica,
so take care they do not pull the wool over your eyes. As for
the high numbers they carry an essentially comic air about them,
like the words ‘freshman’ or ‘conscript’ in -ordinary life. The
typical high number is a corpulent, docile and stupid fellow:
he can be convinced that leather shoes are distributed at the in-
firmary to all those with delicate feet, and can be persuaded
to run there and leave his bowl of soup ‘iq your custody’; you
can sell him a spoon for three rations of bread; you can send
him to the most ferocious of the Kapos to ask him (as hap-
pened to me!) if it is true that his is the Kartoffelschalenkom-
mando, the ‘Potato Peeling Command’, and if one can be en-
rolled in it.

-In fact, the whole process of introduction to what was for
us a new order took place in a grotesque and sarcastic manner.
‘When the tattooing operation was finished, they shut us in a
vacant hut. The bunks are made, but we are severely forbidden
to touch or sit on them: so we wander around aimlessly for
half the day in the limited space available, still tormented by
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the garching thirst of the journey. Then the door opens and a
boy in a striped suit comes in, with a fairly civilized air, small,
thin and blond. He speaks French and we throng around him
with a flood of questions which till now we had asked each
other in vain, )

But he does not speak willingly; no one here speaks willingly.
We are new, we have nothing and we know nothing; why
waste time on us? He reluctantly explains to us that all the
others are out at work and will come back in the evening,
He has come out of the infirmary this morning and is exempt
from work for today. I asked him (with an ingenuousness that
only a few days later already seemed incredible to me) if at
least they would give us back our toothbrushes., He did not
laugh, but with his face animated by fierce contempt, he threw
at me ‘Vous n’étes pas & la maison.’ And it is this refrain that
we hear repeated by everyone: you are not at home, this is not
a-sanatorium, the only exit is by way of the Chimney. (What
did it mean? Soon we were all to learn what it meant.) .

And it was in fact so. Driven by thirst, T eyed.a fine icicle
outside the window, within hand’s reach. I opened the window
and broke off the icicle but at once a large, heavy guard prowl-
ing outside brutally snatched it away from me. ‘Warum?' 1
?sked him in my poor German. ‘Hier ist kein warum’ (there
is no why here), he replied, pushing me inside with a shove.

The explanation is repugnant but simple: in this place every-
thing is forbidden, not for hidden reasons, but because the

-camp has been created for that purpose. If one wants to live

one must learn this quickly and well :

‘No Sacred Face will help thee here! it's not
A Serchio bathing-party ...’

Hour after hour, this first long day of limbo draws to its end.
While the sun sets in a tumult of fierce, blood-red clouds, they
finally make us come out of the hut, Will they give us some-
thing tq drink? No, they place us in line again, they lead us to
a huge square which takes up the centre of the camp and they
arrange us meticulously in squads. Then nothing happens for
another hour: it seems that we are waiting for someone.
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A band begins to play, next to the entrance of the camp: it
plays Rosamunda, the well known sentimental song, and this
seems 8o strange to us that we look sniggering at each other;
we feel a shadow of relief, perhaps all these ceremonies are
nothing but a colossal farce in Teutonic taste. But the band,
on finishing Rosamunda, continues to play other marches, one
after the other, and suddenly the squads of our comrades ap-
pear, returning from work. They walk in columns of five with a
strange, unnatural hard gait, like stiff puppets made of jointless
bones; but they walk scrupulously in time to the band.

They also arrange themselves like us in the huge square,
according to a precise order; when the last squad has returned,
they count and recount us for over an hour. Long checks are
made which all seem to go to a man dressed in stripes, who ac-
counts for them to a group of SS men in full battle dress.

Finally (it is dark by now, but the. camp is brightly lit by
headlamps and reflectors) one hears the shout ‘Absperre!’ at

which all the squads break up in a confused and turbulent '

movement. They no longer walk stiffly-and erectly as before:
each one drags himself along with obvious effort. I see that all
of them carry in their hand or attached to their belt a steel
bowl as large as a basin. ,

We new arrivals also wander among the crowd, searching
for a voice, a friendly face or a guide. Against the wooden wall
of a hut two boys are seated on the ground: they seem very
young, sixteen years old at the outside, both with their face
and hands dirty with soot. One of the two, as we are pass-
ing by, calls me and asks me in German some questions which
I do not understand; then he asks where we come from.
‘Italien,’ 1 reply; I want to ask him many things, but my Ger-
man vocabulary is very limited.

‘Are you a Jew?’ I asked him.

‘Yes, a Polish Jew.'

‘How long have you been in the Lager?’

‘Three years,” and he lifts up three fingers. He must have
been a child when he entered, I think with horror; on the other
hand this means that at least some manage to live here.

‘What is your work?’
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] ‘Schlosser,’ he replies. I do not understand, ‘Eisen, Feuer'
(iron, fire), he insists, and makes a play with his hands of some.
on‘e beating with a hammer on an anvil, So he is an ironsmith,

‘ Ich .Chemil:er,’ I state; and he nods earnestly with his head

'Chemiker gut.’ But all this has to do with the distant future :’
what forments me at the moment is my thirst.

‘Drink, water. We no water,’ I tell him,
He looks at me with a serious face, almost severe, and states

clearly: ‘Do not drink water, comrade,’
that I do not understand, s » and then other words

‘Warum?’

‘Geschwollen,’ he replies cryptically. I shake my head, I ha
not understood. ‘Swollen,’ he makes me understam’i', blov;in: o:'::
l}ls cheeks and sketching with his hands a monstrous tumefac-
ugn of the face and belly. ‘Warten bis heute Abend.” ‘Wait until
tlu; lt:.veul:ng,' I translate word by word.

en he says: ‘Ich Schlome. Du?’ 1 tell hin

he‘ ::kls ta!;xe: ;:Vhem your mother?’ o My name, and

L y.” Schlome is amazed: a Jew in Italy? ‘Yes,’ I ex-
plain as best I can, ‘hidden, no one knows, run :way, does ::t
speak, no one sees her.’ He has understood; he now gets up
approaches me and timidly embraces me. The adventure i:;
over, and I feel filled with a serene sadness that is almost joy. I
have never seen Schlome since, but I have not forgotten his

~ serious and gentle face of a child, which welcomed me on the

threshold of the house of the dead.
, :

We have a great number of things to learn, but we ha
learnt many already. We already have a certain idea of t;:
topography of the Lager; our Lager is a square of about six
»hl.mdred y.ards in length, surrounded by two fences of barbed
wire, the inner one carrying a high tension current, Jt consists
?f sixty woo.den huts, which are called Blocks, ten of which are
10 construction. In addition, there is the body of the kitchens,
whxcl.t are in brick; an experimental farm, run by a detachment
o.f privileged Hiftlinge; the huts with the showers and the Jat-
rines, one for each group of six or eight Blocks. Besides these,
certain Blocks are reserved for specific purposes. First of all,a
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Survival in Auschwitz

with one’s jacket, or without one’s pants, or with one’s cap on
one’s head; to use certain washrooms or latrines which are
‘nur fiir Kapos' or ‘nur fiir Reichsdeutsche’; not to go for the
shower on the prescribed day, or to go there on a day not pre-
scribed; to leave the hut with one’s jacket unbuttoned, or with
the collar raised; to carry paper or straw under one’s clothes
against the cold; to wash except stripped to the waist.

The rites to be carried out were infinite and senseless: every
morning one had to make the ‘bed’ perfectly flat and smooth;
smear one’s muddy and repellent Wwooden shoes with the ap-
propriate machine grease; scrape the mudstains off one’s
clothes (paint, grease and rust-stains were, however, permitted);
in the evening one had to undergo the control for lice and the
control of washing one's feet; on Saturday, have one’s beard and
hair shaved, mend or have mended one's rags; on Sunday,
undergo the general control for skin diseases and the control
of buttons on one's jacket, which had to be five.

In addition, there are innumerable circumstances, normally
irrelevant, which here become problems. When one’s nails
grow long, they have to be shortened, which can only be done

with one’s teeth (for the toenails, the friction of the shoes is-

sufficient); if- a button comes off, one has to tie it on with a
piece of wire; if one goes to the latrine or the washroom, every-
thing has to be carried along, always and everywhere, and while
one washes one’s face, the bundle of clothes has to be held
tightly between one'’s knees:. in any other manner it will be
stolen in that second. If a shoe hurts, one has to go in the even-
ing to the ceremony of the changing of the shoes: this tests the
skill of the individual who, in the middle of the incredible
crowd, has to be able to choose at an eye’s glance one (not a
pair, one) shoe, which fits. Because once the choice is made,
there can be no second change.

And do not think that shoes form a factor of secondary im-
portance in the life of the Lager. Death begins with the shoes;
for most of us, they show themselves to be instruments of tor-
ture, which after a few hours of marching cause painful sores
which become fatally infected. Whoever has them is forced
to walk as if he was dragging a convict’s chain (this explains
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thestrangegaitofthearmywhichtemmseverymningon
parade); he arrives last everywhere, and everywhere he receives
blows. He cannot escape if they run after him; his feet swell and
the more they swell, the more the friction with the wood and the
el.oth of the shoes becomes insupportable. Then only the hos-
pital is left: but to enter the hospital with a diagnosis of ‘dicke
Fiisse’ (swollen feet) is extremely dangerous, because it is well
known to all, and especially to the SS, that here there is no
cure for that complaint.

) z}nd in all this we have not yet mentioned the work, which
in its turn is a Gordian knot of laws, taboos and problems. .

V.Ve all work, except those who are ill (to be recognized as
il un?hes in itself an important equipment of knowledge and -
experience), Every morning we leave the camp in squads for the
Buna; every evening, in squads, we return. As regards the
work, we are divided into about two hundred Kommandos,
each of which consists of between fifteen and one hundred and
fifty men and is commanded by a Kapo. There are good and
bad Kommandos; for the most part they are used as transport
and the work is quite hard, especially in the winter, if for no
other reason merely because it always takes place in the open.
There are also skilled Kommandos (electricians, smiths, brick-
layers, welders, mechanics, concrete-layers, etc.), each attached
}o a certain workshop or department of the Buna, and depend-
ing more directly on civilian foremen, mostly German and
Polish. This naturally only applies to the hours of work; for
the rest of the day the skilled workers (there are no more than
three or four hundred in all) receive no different treatment
frogn the ordinary workers. The detailing of individuals to the
various Kommandos is organized by a special office of the
Lager, the Arbeitsdienst, which is in continual touch with the
civilian direction of the Buna. The Arbeitsdienst decides on
the Ws of unknown criteria, often openly on the basis of pro-
tection or corruption, so that if anyone manages to find enough
to eat, he is practically certain to get a good post at Buna.

The hours of work vary with the season. All hours of light
are working hours: so that from a minimum winter working
day (8-12 am. and 12.30-4 p.m.) one rises to a maximum
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