All But My Life by Gerda Weissman Klein
As the train started up, Ilse and I sat next to each other, glad to leave Sosnowitz, even though we were uncertain about our future. The day must have quickly grown warm, for people we saw from the train moved slowly and with effort along the roads. Cattle were lying lazily in their pastures. We did not feel the heat because our window was open, letting the wind blow in. I almost enjoyed the journey. The two old SS men who accompanied us looked into our compartment every so often, but as the hours passed they no longer bothered to come, perhaps because they had fallen asleep in another compartment. Our group occupied a whole car. When we stopped at stations, our doors were locked. People stared at us curiously through the windows. Ilse kept complaining of a headache. 

I noticed a tall, lovely girl in the corner of our compartment looking through all her pockets. She finally found what she was searching for and offered Ilse an aspirin tablet. After thanking her, Ilse introduced herself and then told her my name. 

“I am Suse Kunz,” the girl replied with an accent that to me seemed Viennese. 

When I asked her about it, she told us that she had been born and raised in Vienna, but that the last few years she had lived in Czechoslovakia with her grandmother. She had a wonderful matter-of-fact cheerfulness about her. 

“I am not worried a bit,” she said. “Everything will be all right—much better than living in a ghetto, for sure. We are young and strong, and we can take a lot. What have we got to lose, except our lives?”


Suse was young and looked very strong. She had a healthy, tanned complexion, flaming chestnut hair, and sparkling eyes. As I looked at her shyly, I wished she would become my friend. Ilse fell asleep, lulled by the motion of the train. Suse moved up to the window and leaned on her elbows on the ledge beside me. 

“You know, I feel pretty good, in spite of everything,” she confided. 

I knew exactly what she meant. The thing we feared most was done. We each had only ourselves to worry about. There would not be any more decisions to make. We spoke easily and understood each other. She asked about my parents, and then she told me that she and her father had been separated in Ciesyn. Her mother had died when she was born. She was an only child. The train puffed on. It became cooler as we approached the mountains. We talked away like old friends. 


“Won’t it be fun when we make the journey back?” Suse said dreamily. “We will be free. Can you imagine how wonderful that will be>”
“Yes!” I was eager to agree. 

“It may be longer than we imagine,” Suse said, her gaiety vanishing.

“No, no. It won’t be!” I spoke quickly. 

“Let’s bet on it,” she challenged. “It will be longer than a year.”

“Shorter than six months.” I was confident. “Let’s bet a quart of strawberries and whipped cream, payable after the war. “

“I hope you win!” Suse shouted over the clatter of the wheels. 

Somewhere in the mountains of Silesia, we made a bet of strawberries and cream and solemnly shook hands. I lost that bet, but I never paid it, for laughing Suse died on the very morning of liberation day…[pages 112-113]


THE FIRST CAMP: BOLKENHAIN
A shrill whistle sounded at 5:30 AM. I sat upright in my bunk, rubbed my eyes, and had to think where I was. We went to wash. When I returned to my bunk I saw Mrs. Berger slap a girl. I turned away; suddenly I hated her. There is nothing I despise more than physical violence. Later Mrs. Berger told me that she had to do it, to establish her authority. The girl had not gotten up when called, therefore she had to be punished immediately. I disagreed, but I must admit that in the next three years, she rarely used violence. That first morning she won respect, or rather fear, from us, but a great deal of hatred as well. 


We were marched past the kitchen and handed a slice of bread with beet marmalade and a cup of “coffee,” a bitter brew made of wheat. After breakfast Frau Kugler handed each of us three yellow stars, each with the inscription JEW. One was to be fastened on the breast, one on the back, and one on top of a kerchief tied around the head, so that one could tell who we were from any angle. 

Shortly before seven we marched to the factory with Frau Kugler, entering a hall containing about twenty-five looms. We lined up along a wall and waited. After a few minutes, Meister Zimmer, a man in a clean blue working uniform, entered. As he stood in the center of the room, his hands on a loom, he seemed grotesque; he reminded me of the big posters plastered on walls at every street corner: “The Men Who Turn the Wheels for Victory,” “The Pillars of the Reich.”

His voice was harsh, precise, and well trained. He told us that we were here to work for Germany and the glorious Nazi party. If we did our share, we would be able to stay for the rest of our lives, and be well treated. If we failed, or did anything that would not conform to German ideology, we would be looked upon as traitors. 

“And what is done with traitors, you know!” he thundered. “Those who cannot work for our victory are not needlessly fed. Those we exterminate.”

Our parents—useless, not worth three and a half Reichsmark any more…Anger shot through me. I clenched my fists. He kept on talking, repeating that we would stay for life. He was so positive, so reassuring, that I felt myself falling under the spell of his words. Not only would he teach us to weave, but he felt he should teach us decency and how to be a part of the program for the glory of the Fuhrer and the Fatherland. 

Decency was a word by which my parents lived: used by this man, it became ugly. I tried to concentrate on what he was saying. He talks about staying here forever, I thought. He is at least thirty years older than I; he will die long before I do. With pleasure I imagined how he would look dead, worms eating his ears. What strange, confused ideas crossed my mind! I must have smiled because Ilse poked my side. 


“Are you crazy?” she whispered. “You smiled! Luckily he did not see you!”

Those first days in Bolkenhain were difficult. We worked in the factory classroom from 7 AM to 6 PM. The heat bothered us, our ankles were swollen from standing, our eyes strained from watching the thousands of threads. I was afraid that if something went wrong with my loom I should be blamed. Meister Zimmer watched us constantly, popping up in unexpected places. But though he was fairer than I at first thought he would be, I always hated him with all my heart. [pages 118-119]
A week or two later, I began to feel ill. I went to see Litzi, the nurse. She told me that my temperature was high, but that nothing else seemed wrong. So it went for a week or more, until the nails of my hands and feet became infected and full of pus. My temperature rose again and LItzi said that I had better not go to the factory, but stay in the Krankenrevier. I felt no pain, only terrible fatigue. Yet I could not sleep. I wanted to cry, but no tears came. I had been in LItzi’s room two days, when in the morning after the girls had marched off to the factory, Frau Kugler hurried in, flushed and excited. There were two other girls in the room with me. 


“Get dressed,” she said. “Quick, quick!”

“Gerda can’t,” Litzi told her. “Her fever is very high.”

Frau Kugler ignored Litzi and pulled me from my bunk. 

“Hurry,hurry!” she urged, and they all helped me dress. Frau Kugler tied my shoes. 

My knees trembled. The few feet to the door seemed to be an enormous distance. Cold sweat ran down my forehead as I walked. I felt cold all over. Frau Kugler led the three of us to the factory. We kept close to the wall as we went. She followed me to my looms and set them in motion. 

“Keep going, Gerda,” she muttered under her breath as she turned to go. 

I felt as if I had just gotten off a merry-go-round. I could not see the looms. The light fell queerly in ugly yellow stripes. The machines seemed to stand at an angle. At times the looms seemed far away, as if I were looking at them through the wrong end of binoculars. The next instant the threads rushed toward me as if to entangle me. I started forward and then I swayed. Someone caught me in strong arms and shouted into my ear, “Pull yourself together, Gerda, it is a matter of life or death!” 


As the words reached me I shuddered, almost beyond caring. Then I gripped the beating loom and looked into Frau Kugler’s eyes. “Pull yourself together,” she repeated, and then she vanished. After a few minutes I saw the factory director walking nearby with a tall, stern-looking SS Obersturmfuhrer. I knew he must be Lindner. I had heard in the Dulag that he was the most notorious sadist of them all. Those who were ill he sent directly to Auschwitz. Then I knew why Frau Kugler had hastily led us to the factory. My hands felt steady; when Lindner passed me I stood erect, my looms all in motion. Somehow I lived through that day. The last thing I remember was the coolness of a sheet against my burning body. When I woke up there was a great stillness that I had not experienced in many months. I sensed that it was late and that I was again in LItzi’s room. Frau Kugler came in. I looked at her, remembering. 

“Thank you,” I whispered. 

“It’s all right.” She touched my hand. “Who knows---?” She broke off there, and as she went out of the door I looked after her in wonder. The German woman who worked for the SS had saved my life. [pages 132-133]

THE SECOND CAMP: MARZDORF

It must have been about ten that night when we reached Marzdorf and could see the tall factory chimneys rising toward the sky. There were about thirty of us and I sensed that all of us were apprehensive about what was ahead. The truck drove into the factory courtyard, enclosed by three six-story buildings. On the fourth side was a high fence topped by barbed wire and a gate guarded by an SS man. We were met by the new Lagerfuhrerin, a girl of perhaps eighteen or nineteen, tall, blond, and vulgar-looking. Whip in hand, she was in the midst of a tirade directed at the Judenalteste, a sloppy, cow-eyed woman. My heart sank. This was not Frau Kugler, not Mrs. Berger, who was never afraid to stand up for her girls. This was different, so different. We were counted with the whip by the Lagerfuhrerin and I noticed that she wore a ring on every one of her short, red fingers. How repulsive she was!

Roll call over, we were herded up to the sixth floor of one of the buildings. In passing, I noticed that the other floors of the factory were equipped with unfamiliar machinery. Some seemed to have looms but it was different, very different from Bolkenhain, much older and in disrepair. On the top floor a heavy iron door was opened and we looked into a large, nearly dark room filled with rows upon rows of three-tiered bunks. From some of the bunks girls’ heads popped up. “Where from?” they asked us, and immediately the whole room buzzed with life and the usual asking about news of relatives and friends. 

“Quiet!” the Lagerfuhrerin yelled hoarsely, and her whip smashed against the bunks, hitting girls all around her. It was quiet now. Again Ilse and I were lucky enough to be assigned adjoining bunks near a window. We were told to go to sleep, but sleep would not come. I rolled over on my stomach and looked out the window, into the factory courtyard. It looked much smaller from so high up. The thought of the heavy iron door being bolted from the outside was heavy upon me. There was no escape from here!


In the morning, we were awakened by a shrill “Auf! Auf!” and a whip cracking against the bunks. This was a woman guard, simply called Frau Aufsicht (Mrs. Overseer) because she supervised us on the way to and from work. Formerly, we learned, she had been a prison warden. She was small and thin, always dressed in gray; her face, her eyes, her fair, everything was gray. She seemed to have no mouth and never once did I see her smile. She was a creature born to hate and to be hated. She used her whip and profanity as if they were the only language we could understand. 

Marzdorf was badly organized. There were about a hundred girls, including our group, but few worked at regular jobs, as we had in Bolkenhain. Each morning, after we were handed a chunk of bread and a bitter ersatz coffee, Frau Aufsicht marched us down to the courtyeard where we stood roll call. Then several supervisors would appear to pick a number of girls for whatever work there was to be done. It was like a slave market. From time to time, the young blong Lagerfuhrerin, with her bejeweled fingers, would commandeer three or four girls to pull a child’s wagon in which she sat. As she rode around the courtyard, rickshaw fashion, she would crack the whip over their back…

The brick work was comparatively easy. The flax detail was what everyone dreaded and it was only a few days later that I learned why. We had been at Marzdorf a aweek when I was chosen to work inside the factory, to clean and oil delicate parts of machinery which was being dismantled. I was glad for the change, for it permitted me to sit down. Besides, it was raining. I was busy cleaning little screws when I sensed that someone was watching me. I started to feel more uncomfortable when I saw the blue cloth of a supervisor’s coveralls. Then I heard a voice above me. 

“Well done,” he said, as he examined some screws. I looked up, for surely it was rare that one should be praised. Then he asked me a tricky question. 
“Are you hungry?”

I could not very well way yes and so accuse the Germans of mistreating me. Yet I did not want to say no, because it was true that I was hungry. I just said, “I eat in camp.”
“Come, come. Surely you don’t get enough to eat there,” he said in a fatherly tone. Feverishly I continued the cleaning, my thoughts running wild. Perhaps he was not a Nazi; perhaps he was one of the partisans from the underground. My cheeks flushed, my lips quivered, as my hands continued to polish mechanically. 


“You can’t get enough to eat,” he insisted. 

I
 wished that he would go, but he stood there stolidly. 

“Perhaps bread and butter,” he suggested. “Apples, sausage, warm soup.” 

He mouthed these words so easily that I realized the disgusting truth. He was no partisan, for if he truly wanted to help me, he would not tease me. He continued, he voice unctuous and dirty: “And for all that, I don’t want much from you---“

“What do you want?” I demanded. 

His voice changed abruptly. “Don’t pretend to be stupid, or one might think you are a lady.”

I was on the verge of crying, but I looked at him with all the hatred I could muster, and continued cleaning. There was so much I wanted to say, but I knew that my life was in his hands. I was afraid even of silence. I rubbed the machine furiously. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him standing there watching me, as a cat watches a mouse. He started to walk away, hesitated, and came back. “You will be sorry!” he said before he left. 

He could have taken me by force, he could have made up a story for the Lagerfuhrerin and I would have been sent to Auschwitz, but evidently he decided to break my resistance. From that day on, Mrazdorf became hell. 


THE THIRD CAMP: LANDESHUT

One stormy dawn late in November, after we marched back from work, I was about to fall asleep when I felt somebody touching my shoulder. It was Mrs. Berger. “Come to the kitchen,” she whispered. I followed her. She took a folded piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to me. I recognized Abek’s handwriting. “Where did you get it?” I stammered. 

“Abek is here,” Mrs. Berger replied. 

I shook my head in disbelief. He must have come with the new group that was to replace those send to Auschwitz. Then the impact of Abek’s being so close hit me. Abek was on the Burgberg! “Read your letter,” Mrs. Berger urged. “Then I will tell you something.”

It was a strange letter, so inappropriate for that environment: “At last I am breathing the same air as you, seeing the same sky as you. When we are free nothing can keep us apart—When will I see you? How many seconds? Hours? Days? How I prayed for this hour, to be where you are.”I looked up at Mrs. Berger. 


“You will see Abek at noon,” she told me. 

I learned later how it had been arranged that morning. Frau Kugler had gone with Lotte to get a supply of coal, which was kept not far from the construction site where the men were working. Abek had been there and asked Lotte to get a message through to me. Lotte told Frau Kugler. I can well imagine how astounded he must have been when Frau Kugler approached him and said, “Around noon, but yourself; I will come around and find an excuse to take you to camp to see Gerda.” I was deeply touched. I woke up Ilse and told her. Word quickly spread, for Abek was well known. The girls insisted on dressing me up. One friend begged me to wear her white sweater, the most elegant garment in the camp. I waited for noon, looking out toward where the men were working. 

At times I thought I spotted Abek, but I was not sure. Finally, around noon, Lotte came running from the kitchen, to call me. Then I saw Abek, his face white as snow. He seemed very tall. His head was shaven, he was thinner than ever. He held onto the railing as he slowly walked up the stairs; apparently it took great effort. I stared at him from a distance, watching him enter the kitchen and speak to Mrs. Berger. He had not seen me yet. I stood still, as though frozen, wichinig with all my might that I did not have to face him. The last time I had seen him I had been with Papa and Mama. 
Mrs. Berger came out of the kitchen, Abek turned aournd and followed her with his eyes. Then he saw me, He stretched his arms out. I closed my eyes and ran to him. He held me tight. 

“My little darling!” he whispered. “At last, at last!”

He buried his face in my hair, whispering over and over again, “At last, at last!” I did not utter a word. 

He took my face, as something precious, between his hands, and looked at me as if not believing I was real. I could read love and unbearable sadness in his eyes. Then I realized that I had not said one word, not shown by one gesture that I was glad to see him. I wanted to embrace him but he pushed me away roughly. I thought he misunderstood. I stretched my arms toward him, but he gripped the edge of the table, an odd look in his eyes, his hands and lips trembling. 

“Go away,” he whispered hoarsely. “Go away!”


I could not understand, I stepped forward. Abek sank on a bench and cried. I watced him cry. I was heart-rending. I could not speak, nor could I wipe his tears. I wished that I could have cried, but there was no such relief for me. Mrs. Berger came in with a bowl of food and a cloth for Abek’s wounded hand. Only then did I notice the wound that he had inflicted on himself with a shovel. I saw the blood that slowly trickled from it, I saw his tears. That blood and those tears because of me, I thought. Why must there be this bloody war? “Eat, Abek,” I urged him. He lifted a spoon but put it down. 

“I can’t,” he said, and then I knew how very hungry he must have been. 

“Lonek is here at the Burgberg, too,” he said after a pause, adding, “He came along.” Lonek was his nephew. 

“Came along?” I echoed. Then I realized what Abek had done. 

“Abek!” I gasped. “You did not come voluntarily?” He nodded. 

“But why, in God’s name?”

“Need you ask?” he said with a catch in his voice. 

“We have to go,” Frau Kugler called into the kitchen. She had been talking to the guard in her quarters. Either the guard never suspected her motive or perhaps he too was a bit human. I kissed Abek’s cheek. “Good-by and take care of yourself.” With pain in my heart, I watched him go. 

The girls waited, excited for me. What could I tell them? I only wanted to be alone. I was not happy that Abek was here, that I could see him, perhaps daily. I wished that he had not come. I felt incapable of such love and sacrifice. I was responsible for his coming, I thought, for his misery and for Lonek’s was well. Oh God, I prayed, watch over him! Let nothing happen to him! [pages 158-160]
THE FOURTH CAMP: GRUNBERG

When I think of Grunberrg I grow very sad. It was cruelty set against a backdrop of beauty. The gentle vineyard-covered hills silhouetted against the sapphire sky seemed to mock us. The vast camp had been built as part of a textile mill not long before the war. The sun shone through the glass roof. The camp was modern, well-scrubbed, clean, and filled with suffering. 

That day in 1944, when we arrived, there were approximately a thousand girls there. Some were bursting with health and color, others were half-starved and walked about with bent backs, decaying teeth, the pallor of death already on their faces. Those who worked outdoors looked healthy and fresh, the mothers seemed to be gray, moving parts of the infernal machines. Though clean, the camp was badly run. They staff, appointed by the factory authorities in the days when the plant had first become a camp, consisted of a particularly evil and stupid group of girls who feasted while the rest starved as they wove and spun. The contrast was sharp; there was no in-between…


In the morning we girls from Landeshut assembled in the courtyard. Again we stood Appell for a long time, and were snapped to attention when the Betriebsleiter, as the director was called here, arrived. The girls had told us about him already. I looked curiously at the man who was so feared. He was tall and slender. His face was large andpale, with a square look and hollow cheeks. His eyes were deep set and water-blue. They seemed to have no lashes at all. He had grotesquely long arms and large hands; on his right hand he wore a large signet ring. 

“That must be the ring,” I thought—the girls had told us how he would make a fist and beat his victim with the ring until her face or body was covered with blood. It was not long before I had to witness such a scene. Every two weeks we took showers. On that first morning we waited in line in the long corridor, which was dimly lit, warm and moist. We could hear the hiss of the water and the steam knocking in the pipes overhead. I looked forward to having the warm clean water touching my body. I pressed tightly against the moist wall when I saw the Betriebsleiter coming, like a huge, soft-footed cat. The girls who saw him froze into silence, but those with their backs turned continued talking. We could not warn the girls. I saw him stand motionless, like a snake eyeing his prey. Then he leaped forward, digging his fingers into a girl’s face. I saw it all, I did not turn away. I was hypnotized, frozen with horror and rage. I felt that I could have killed the man and enjoyed the sight of his blood. Then he walked away swiftly without wiping his hands. 

After it was over, it seemed like a nightmare. There was deathly silence. The beaten girl pressed her torn face toward the wall without a sound. When I got into the shower and felt the warm water on my skin, I started to shiver. My teeth clattered. I leaned against the tiled wall of the cubicle and vomited while the water ran over me. When my stomach was empty, I carefully washed the floor. I prayed that I should hever be assaulted, for I knew I would strike back, even though I would have to pay for it with life itself. 

But this was still our first morning in Grunberg. We stood in the courtyard, waiting to be picked for our first jobs. “Spinneriei!” the Betriebsleiter announced, and I felt a shiver go through my body. [pages 167-169]

In January, the sirens blew almost daily. Less and less production was entered into the books. Ast noon one day the electicitiy went off. The supervisors stood talking excitedly. The SS women took us back to camp. Something drastic had happened. Perhaps the war was over. That night we were ordered to take  all our belongings and go into the dining hall. The door to our sleeping quarters was barricaded. After being given food we huddled together, waiting. It was snowing heavily. After a time we heard the courtyard gates burst open. Every heart beat faster in expectation. There were shrieks and screams and cries outside. We could hear running feet and shouting from the other side of the barricaded doors. Those of us who sat next to the doors started calling to the newcomers in our sleeping quarters. 

They were Jewish girls. They had come from atoner camp and they  had been walking for five days, Now we were going to join them. They thought we were going to Oranienburg, a concentration camp like Auschwitz, to be gassed. Auschwitz, they said, had been captured by the Russians, who had reconquered Poland and were crossing the German frontier. The English and Americans were invading Germany from the West. Would a miracle happen before we reached the gas chambers?

And so the last stretch of the war began. Not in peaceful Bolkenhain, not in the coal cars of Marzdorf, the nigh shifts of Landeshut. Nor were we to endure it in tuberculosis-ridden Grunberg. I was certain that we would meet freedom somewhere in the open, and that we would meet it soon…

At dawn we were given three portions of break, which we carefully placed in our bundles. We saw the kitchen personnel pack big parcels of food in their bundles. At the last moment before we assembled, the four of us decided to put on most of the clothes we had intended to carry. The SS women came for us. We lined up. Ilse was on my left, Liesel and Suse were on my right. We stood erect. “Let us be strong,” Liesel whispered…

THE DEATH MARCH
The outer gates were open when we reached the courtyard. Stretching as far as the eye could see were columsn of girls. I was shocked to see so many. We learned later there were about three thousand from other camps; with our contingent from Grunberg we totaled nearly four thousand. We were divided into two transports amidst much whipping and screaming by the SS. Many girls tried to shift from one group to another, in the hope that it might be the better one. We four were in the column which was doomed; out of the two thousand, only a hundred and twenty survived. The other column was liberated much sooner. Had I been part of it my fate would have been much different. Less suffering, yes, but less happiness, too, I am sure. 


Although I had seen misery, I was utterly unprepared for the picture that the girls who had already been marching for a week presented. Covered with gray blankets, they reminded me of drawings of Death when, winged and garbed in loose sheets, he comes to collect the living. Some of them were barefoot, others wore crude wooden clogs. Many of them left a bloody trail in the fresh snow…

“Forward march!” shouted the SS Wachtmeister at the head of our column. “Forward march!” echoed SS men. Carrying rifles, they were stationed along our column at intervals of about thirty feet. “Forward march!” came the high-pitched voices of the whip-armed SS women. We took the first step. I thought: I am marching to death or to liberation. It was the morning of January 29, 1945…

Toward evening, as it grew colder, we were herded off the road and into a huge barn. We huddled together in the darkness and again Ilse and I shared a portion of our bread. It wasn’t enough…”Careful, careful!” somebody called in the darkness. “The Magyars are after our bread!” yes, the poor Hungarian girls were hungry. They had been marching a week already. “My shoes, my shoes!” another voice cried. “They took them from right next to me!” Many of the Hungarian girls had no shoes. To save their lives, they stole shoes off of the feet of those who slept. How much I learned that night!...

A week passed, two, perhaps three. We lost count of time. About every second day there would be warm soup, if one were lucky enough to be among the first in line, cold soup when one was among the last. At times there wasn’t enough to go around. We usually slept in barns. One night we rested in a bombed-out church listening to artillery fire from both the East and farther away from the West. We felt ourselves lucky if we found a few grains of wheat or oats in the barns. Everywhere we left some dead. Some we buried, others we simply left. Hundreds of girls had frozen feet, bloody and full of pus. I saw one girl break off her toes as though they were brittle wood…

One girl spotted a milk can leaning against a tree. She ran out of line to see if there were any milk in it. An SS man grabbed her by the neck, forced her to her knees. I saw her turn, petrified, when he took the rifle from his shoulder. “Mercy, mercy!” she pleaded. She threw her arms up as he fired. Was it in prayer, or desperation? And as he turned to go, the SS man kicked her aside. I watched it all in horror and wished that I were dead. ..

Why did we march? Why did we let them slaughter us? Why did we not try to fight back? What difference would it have made if they had killed some of us? We were dying anyway, and they would kill the survivors sooner or later in any case. Our group shrank to a quarter of its original size. Why should I hope? I thought. Why should I be free, and the others dead? Why should I think that I would be a privileged one? But these thoughts were dangerous. I had to hope. I had to go on to the end. If Papa, Mama, and Arthur survive, they will wait for me, hoping and praying. I must not disappoint them….
THE FIFTH CAMP: HELMBRECHTS

I thought about Tusia all day. What had she meant by my “spark”? Then it came to me: my making others happy –as in Bokenhain, when I arranged the entertainment. How happy those upturned faces had been—and how few of those girls were still living! I wonder if I can still do it, I thought. That night I tried it. I went over to a group of girls and swore them to secrecy. This, I knew, would be the best way to broadcast news. Then I told them that I knew from a sure source that the war was going to be over in a couple of days. It could take a week or so, at the very most. To make my story better, I threw in a few figures about American divisions, tanks, and planes. The Germans were retreating. They wouldn’t kill us now; they were too frightened. 

Some of the girls were skeptical, others overjoyed, but all in all they seemed glad to accept their lot with the knowledge that there soon would be an end…My stories caught on; I knew by the way the girls looked knowingly at me when I passed. I doubt if the Allied High Command knew as much about the progress of American and English troops as I kept reporting. Girls came to me, to ask questions. 

“Are you sure it is so?” they would ask over and over. “You know it would not be fair—“

“Not fair?” I asked myself. Not fair to light a spark of hope to see a grim mouth smile? Only Lilli and Suse made no reference to my sensational news. They did not seem glad nor did they say they did not believe me. Once, though Suse remarked, “Too bad you can’t write plays now, Gerda. Your material is so plentiful.”


FINAL DEATH MARCH

Early in the afternoon we crossed the Czechoslavakian frontier. The good Czech people at the first village were waiting to greet us despite the shouting and cursing of the SS. They showered us with food! They threw it into the wagon, they brought sausages for the guards, bread and turnips for us. Could there be so much richness in that poor world!  We ate, and I stuffed away some bread in my coat. And wonder of wonders!—an egg appeared in the wagon. How many years since we had seen an egg! I grabbed it and held it to Ilse’s lips. “You first,” she insisted. I took a sip. Ilse finished the egg…

Ilse was lying on the wet grass. She only smiled when I put the coat around her. The other three girls were dead. hNka came and helped me carry Ilse away from the corpses. Settling her down in a quiet place, I covered her with both our coats and crawled under them next to her. I held her in my arms. With effort she liftd her hand and stroked my hair. “My poor sister,” she whispered. “You will be alone.” I cradled her head to my breast to muffle her words. She fell into a light sleep…
“Gerda,” Ilse whispered, “I don’t want to die. I am only eighteen. I have something to tell you.” Her voice grew stronger. With new energy, she said, “If my parents survive, don’t tell them I died like this. Promise me one more thing,” she continued. “You must try to go on for one more week. “ I did not answer. “One more week, promise me!” she persisted. 


“I promise.”…It stopped raining. Before she fell asleep, she licked the few drops of rain I had caught in my cupped hands. I dozed off, too. After a while, she whispered, “Hold my hand.” I held her hand tightly, and we both fell asleep again. When I woke, it was getting light. Ilse’s hand was cold. Her eyes were half-open. She no longer breathed…

…we were led across the meadow toward a large factory building. There were a hundred and twenty of us left. After we were marched in, the doors and windows were barricaded. Soon afterward, from the silence outside, we gathered that our guards had abandoned us…Much later we heard shouting in Czech. A man and two women entered the factory calling: “If someone is inside, come out. The war is over!” We crawled out of the cylinder, stiff and numb. “Look!” said the man, pointing to a window. One of the women took my arm to steady me. From the window, in the early-morning light, I saw a church on a hill. The white flag of peace waved  gently from its steeple. My throat tightened with emotion, and my tears fell on the dusty window sill. I watched how they did not soak, into the dust, but remained like round clear crystals, and that was all I could think of in that great hour of my life! 

LIBERATION

As I reached the door, the first thing I saw was that strange vehicle bouncing toward us through the brilliant May sunshine. I was overcome with joy. I called to the other girls that some Americans were coming. The soldier on the left made a motion to the driver who stopped the vehicle across the yard from where I was standing. The soldier jumped out and walked toward me. He wasn’t the one who had come the day before. Shaking my head, I stared at this man who was to me the embodiment of all heroism and liberty. He greeted me. I must tell him from the start, I resolved, so that he has no illusions about us. Perhaps I had acquired a feeling of shame. After all, for six long years, the Nazis had tried to demean us. 

“May I see the other ladies?” he asked. 

“Ladies!” my brain repeated. He probably doesn’t know, I thought. I must tell him. 

“We are Jews,” I said in a small voice. 


“So am I,” he answered. Was there a catch in his voice, or did I imagine it? I could have embraced him but I was aware how dirty and repulsive I must be. 

“Won’t you come with me?” he asked. He held the door open. I didn’t understand at first. I looked at him questioningly, but not a muscle in his face moved. He wanted me to feel that he had not seen the dirt or the lice. He saw a lady and I shall be forever grateful to him for his graciousness…

Several months later…
Several days later, Kurt brought me the long-awaited letter from Turkey. I held it for a moment before opening it, exalted and happy in the knowledge that my uncle was alive, that there was at least one other member of my family left. When I finally tore it open, I read of my uncle’s joy at finding me, of his willingness and eagerness to help me do whatever I wanted. The warm bond of my family’s love was about me again. But the information that I had asked for and prayed that he might be able to provide, he couldn’t give me. Instead, he asked me about Papa, Mama, and Arthur. Now at last I knew that I would never go home again.A few weeks passed. Then came September 13, a Thursday. As I was coming home from work I saw Kurt. I was surprised, not having expected to see him ‘till Sunday. “Gerda,” he said, after the preliminaries were over, “I am going home.” I managed to say, “I am so glad for you!” and then I felt the tears coming. 

“Is this all you have to say to me?”Kurt demanded. “I want you to come to America and become my wife.” He gently took my face in his hands, he looked into my eyes and said, “Don’t you understand? I love you. I want to marry you.”

I clung to Kurt, speechless with happiness, as words of tenderness poured from his lips…Wherever Kurt  was, his thought met mine. I let the joy that rose to my heart take possession of my being. I had reached the summit, as I had dreamed I would in the dark years of slavery, and there, beyond the sphere of human vision, we met and embraced. We would never be alone again. 
How is this train ride different than what you expected?








Why do you think that Suse believes that nothing can be worse than the ghettoes?








What was the thing that Gerda and Suse feared most? Why are they feeling pretty good now that it has happened?








Who would have won the bet that they made on the train that day?








Are Mrs. Berger’s actions justified because she had to get the respect of the girls?








Why was Gerda upset that Meister Zimmer told them that he would teach them ‘decency’?








What is surprising about the way Gerda is treated when she got sick? 








Why do you think that Frau Kugler made Gerda work at her looms this day?








What does this incident prove about the perpetrators during the Holocaust?








What is one way that this camp is different than the first one?








What do you think that this supervisor’s motive is? Is Gerda in danger in this situation?








Why did the supervisor punish Gerda?








Why did Gerda think that Abek’s letter was “inappropriate for the environment”?








Why does Abek push Gerda away?








What is so unusual about how Abek wound up in Burgberg?








What is one difference in this camp from all of the others that Gerda has been in?








What does Gerda say her reaction to being attacked will be?








Why do you think that Gerda thinks that she would have been less happy if she had been liberated sooner?








What was Gerda’s greatest motivation to survive the death march and the war?








Was it okay for Gerda to lie to the other girls about the progress of the war?








How much longer do you think it took before Gerda was liberated? Do you think she lasted more than a week?








What does Gerda think Kurt’s reaction will be to her revelation?








Why do you think that Gerda chose the title “All But My Life” for her book?











