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Chapter Five: Auschwitz-Birkenau: The First Day January 31, 1943
We had left Theresienstadt and Bauschowitz behind and proceeded in an easterly direction, judging by the sun, which we could see, because we were in an old-fashioned passenger railway car. The rail line built between Bauschowitz and Theresienstadt was not finished until October 1943. After that time the transports were shipped directly from the Jagerkaserne in Theresienstadt proper, where the rail line to Auschwitz ended. The passenger train on which we were traveling, and which had arrived the night before our departure, was probably a life saver for many of us on this journey. Cattle cars, the usual mode of Jewish transports, caused the death of many people by asphyxiation, or dehydration. We did not move very fast, I presume because of military trains on the line ahead of us.The Russian front was already crumbling, therefore the rail lines were badly clogged. We spent at least one night on the train, maybe two. We had wooden benches to sit on, albeit the cars were a bit crowded. It must have been bitter cold that January 31 or February 1, 1943 when we arrived in Auschwitz. Strangely, I did not remember the cold, though I am sure the train was not heated. There must have been enough body heat to keep us fairly warm. Besides that we wore all the warm clothing we could manage to pile on us. 
Sometime during what must have been the second night on the train, it stopped at a brightly lit platform. We must have passed through the now-infamous towered archway leading into the Birkenau compound. No one noticed it. The train stopped, the doors were flung open, and the very first impression was a smell, or, more accurately, a repulsive stink, seemingly emanating from a smokestack in the background of the train, its flames topped by black swirling clouds. 

The ubiquitous “Raus, Raus” (“Get out, get out!”) sounded and we hurried to comply though at that time we had not seen the whips and dogs, which supposedly greeted every transport in Birkenau. We found ourselves standing on what appeared to be a fairly wide railroad platform, bordered on both sides by long, barbed wire fences. We could see neither the beginning nor the end of the fences; they were braced by concrete poles that bent inward away from the platform. There were wooden observation towers spaced at regular intervals along the fences. The fences as well as the towers had very bright lights on them.  
I am trying to recreate the situation at the platform. Facing us, where we had gotten off the train, stood a field-gray ambulance. It had the Red Cross logo on the side and on the hood, a veritable sign of security for any civilized person in the twentieth century, to whom this red cross represented safety and international goodwill. This ambulance never carried a sick or injured person during its entire existence. It was the perfect psychological foil to keep the arriving people from realizing that the last thing they would find here was security. The Nazis may have despised Freud, but Lord did they know how to avail themselves of every psychological deception that might have had its origin in Sigmund Freud’s teachings! Especially feigning security where there was none. The false pretenses started with Theresienstadt and ended for millions at the entrance to the gas chambers, disguised to look like substantial farmhouses. The pragmatic purpose for the ambulances was to carry the tins of Cyclon B gas to the crematorium and bring the empty tins back. 

It might seem strange but I only remember that we women were lining up in rows of five next to the train. I do not remember where the men lined up. From what I learned later, it must have been on the other side of the train. There were men in field-gray SS uniforms and men in what seemed to be gray and blue-striped pants and jackets. The men in gray and blue wore brimless round caps. I believe they were striped as well, and these men seemed to all be bald. They looked neither dirty nor emaciated. What we did not know, of course, was that these men were from the “Kanada” commando, the work detail in charge of the prisoners’ possession, the elite detail of the Birkenau camp. 

An SS man in a very well-tailored uniform with officer’s insignias as well as a medical insignia positioned himself in front of the column of women. Next to him stood a non-commissioned SS-man in a less well-tailored uniform. They surveyed the first row of women, standing in front of them. Some women in the row were sent to the tarp-covered trucks lined up on the ramp in front of the ambulance. The rest were told that they would walk. I was standing well back in the column and could observe that a pattern seemed to evolve. Girls under 14 or 15, or if they looked under that age, and women over 35-40, would go by truck. All children with their mothers in the column went into the truck as well. I remember thinking: “How lucky they are to be able to ride. Now we remnants will have to walk God knows how far.” At that point those of us left standing did not realize what we learned all too soon: that the trucks took the women and children chosen “to ride” directly to the gas chamber and the crematorium. 

We remnants—there were only 62 of us that remained out of approximately 500 women in our half of the transport of a thousand “pieces” which was the usual designation of Jews sent on a transport—were walked through a gate in the fence facing the ramp on the left side in front of the crematorium and were herded into a pre-fab barrack with a dirt floor and a few dim lights: nothing more. Prisoner-guards were waiting for us in the barrack, women of our age in civilian clothing with broad red stripe down the back and kerchiefs tied tightly behind their heads to cover what seemed to be their shaved skulls. A number was sown on the left side of  their clothing in the vicinity of the heart. After we had been told to sit on the dirt floor, huddled in the bitter January cold, they walked among us and asked us to give them any jewelry or valuables we had on us. The SS would take then anyway, so why would we not give it to Jewish girls who could help themselves with it? The prisoner night guards, as they were called in the quarantine barrack, had all been in camp already from March, May, or June, 1942. The night guards were all too eager to answer our questions about where we were and what had happened to those who had gone in the trucks. They told us every incredible fact about Birkenau, including the sight and smell we had noted when leaving the train. 
Who in the 20th century, even living under the Hitler regime in ghettoes, under cruel chicanery, could imagine such inhumanity? Such things did not happen in reality. But they did. We refused to believe the facts when they were given to us right there. Any wonder that the free world, hearing of such inhumane atrocities, would reject them as unbelievable. Having come on the transport by myself, I remained very calm in the face of all the unbelievable information we were given by the prisoner-guards. Sometimes I wonder whether that was a symptom of the kind of shock that I had experienced, because I remember later, during the processing-in, I also remained strangely detached. We stayed the whole night in the “quarantine barrack.” It was interesting how the Nazis sometimes used scientific words, like “quarantine” which has the meaning of keeping diseased animals or people from contaminating others, to designate the most inhuman processes, such as making people wait overnight on the dirt floor, without food or water, to be stripped of their individuality and their humanity. 

We were put into a large room with recessed windows. Young SS-men were sitting in these recesses as guards. We were told to strip completely. Again I can only say, I must have been in shock, feeling as if I was standing outside of myself observing the proceedings. I calmly took off all my clothes and felt the boots I was wearing. Then we were shorn from top to bottom of all body-hair. I think I remember that it was women who sheared us. This was supposedly for hygienic purposes, but in reality it was just one of the numerous processes calculated to demean and dehumanize the person, so that no dignity, self-esteem, or a sense of the need for self-preservation would be left.. 

Shorn and naked, we were chased into the shower room to be given a one-minute ice-cold shower, nothing provided to dry ourselves. Chased into the next room from the shower room, we found women prisoners behind tables in striped prisoner clothing handing out some blue and white striped shifts and what looked like boxer shorts with strings to them. At the next table they handed us khaki-colored pants and long jackets, buttoned to the neck. We learned later that those were the summer uniforms of dead Russian soldiers, bullet holes, blood spatters and all. Probably they were just deloused after the last owner had gone into the gas. 
After the pants and jackets came shoes if we were lucky enough to get them. They might not always fit, they  might not always match, but they could be usually tied with shoelaces and would stay on the foot. If we were unlucky, we got clogs. Clogs rubbed the foot, caused open ores, resulted in infection, in gangrene, in death. Lucky me; I got shoes, high-tops, if I remember correctly. Of course the shoes, like any other civilian clothing that might be given to the prisoners, were the stuff that was not good enough to be sent into the Reich to be used by the textile-and-clothing deprived population. I always wondered whether the German population receiving the clothing knew that they wore the clothing of dead Jews. 

Next came the tattooing on the left forearm. Depending on who did the tattooing, women prisoners trained in doing this, we either got a large sloppy five-digit number or a small, neat five-digit number. Either one had a triangle underneath. When the first women prisoners, those of the Slovakian transport, were tattooed, only non-Germans and Jews were so marked but there was no triangle under the Jewish number. Then the SS discovered that identifying a naked Jewish woman was not as easy as identifying a naked Jewish man who stood out from the others by being circumcised, and unless they looked Semitic or of Mediterranean type, women had no identifying mark. And if they were blue eyed to boot, and hairless, there was no way to distinguish them from Aryan women. Therefore, triangles were tattooed under the number of all Jewish women new arrivals, after November or December of 1942. 

Another part of our uniform was the kerchief, which we received to cover our shorn heads. I don’t remember what color it was. Whatever it was, it was pretty soon stiff with dirt, because, of course it served for towel and napkin, the only thing that could be used to wipe your face and/or hands. That kerchief had to be tied a certain way, behind the head with the end tucked in at the neck, and woe the prisoner whose kerchief was not tied correctly. During the daily selection, morning and night, a kerchief tied under the chin, because its wearer might be too exhausted to raise her arms to tie it correctly, could mean being sent to the gas. 

We were handed a strip of cloth with our number printed on it and a large needed and thread and had to sew the cloth on the left side over the breast of the uniform. Then we were handed the bowl, a brick-red metal bowl about 10 inches wide and about 5 inches deep. The bowl, as we all too soon realized, was the only utensil we were given: no knife, no fork, no spoon, no cup, no saucer, no plate. There were also no toothbrushes, handkerchiefs, towels, or combs. In a word, we were totally deprived of any civilized accessories; another fiendishly clever aspect of the Nazis’ plan to totally dehumanize their victims, which, of course, led to mental dehumanization as a consequence. From the Sauna and the issuance of the rags, the tattooing, the bowl, we were herded into the “quarantine” block. That is what they called the new arrival blocks. Each barrack housed 300-400 prisoners on two-tiered bunks, each bunk holding 3-4 prisoners. The floor consisted of hard-stamped dirt. These brick blocks had no washing facilities, no toilets. There was one latrine and one water faucet for each row of three brick buildings. We were led into block 3 in what was then the women’s camp. The space in each of the stone blocks, originally designed for 300-400, now housed some 500-800 women. This meant we huddled 5-6 in a bunk. All outside work details were housed in the 3 “new arrival” blocks. So, regardless of how many there were, they had to fit into the three blocks, therefore they were crammed most of the time into double the capacity.

The “stubovas” were cleaning and maintenance personal consisting of prisoners who had already survived 8-9 months of Auschwitz and Birkenau, and had been given these very desirable jobs. These jobs provided extra food, and exemption from the selections. Since the rations were distributed in block form, the “blockovas,”  the block leaders, mostly Jewish and Slovak women, divided the daily rations according to the number of prisoners in the block. Of course the division occurred after the blockovas, together with the stubovas, had skimmed off a big share for themselves. 

The stubovas pushed us into the block and screamed: “find a Koje” the name for the bunks. How ironic that it was the same name for a room on a cruise or passenger ship and yet given to these unspeakable abodes! I was lucky enough to be told by one of the stubovas to get a place on a top bunk. How right she was. At night, when of course no one was allowed to go to the latrine, located behind the last of the three new-arrival stone blocks, several buckets were placed outside the block entrance. The night guard, one of the stubovas, would watch over them and empty them in to the latrine if they were full. She was not inclined to empty they too often, so when a prisoner would come out to use the bucket, and they were almost full, the stubova had a stout stick and you would get the stick over your backside with the comment “Marmeladenkopf (“jelly head” one of the milder epithets) get back on your Koje.” Well, what did one do in this case? One used the bowl in which to eliminate wastes. And of course after one used it, one had to get rid of the contents. Each bunk was built on two stout beams, anchored between two low stone walls. There was a small space between the walls and the boards on top of the beams. That was the space the bowl was emptied into. If you were located in the middle bunk, you got the contents into your bunk. That was my first lesson of survival in Birkenau. 
