AUSCHWITZ SURVIVOR

[OPEN]


In the closing months of the second World War, the Allied troops converged upon Germany. The Americans, British, and the French from the West, and the Russians from the East.


The allied command had received reports of atrocities against Jews and other minority groups but had given little credence, or had otherwise ignored them. The frontline troops then were ill-prepared for what they found.


In Germany and the occupied countries, there were dozens of concentration camps, many of which appeared to exist solely to destroy human life. The scenes which greeted Allied soldiers were replayed again and again.


At Hademar, American troops found a mental institution converted for other purposes. War crimes investigators found 20,000 bodies.


At Bergen-Belsen, British troops buried tens of thousands of bodies in mass graves to avoid the spread of typhus.


And at Auschwitz, Russian troops found evidence of the deaths of millions of human beings.


The person ultimately responsible for this loss of life was Adolf Hitler. Hitler came to power in 1933 and soon sought to use Jews and other minorities as scapegoats upon which to blame Germany's many economic woes. Nazi stormtroopers carried signs like this one, urging Germans to "Defend yourselves." Do not buy from Jews." The Jews were the first ethnic group cited for extermination. Millions of Poles, Russians, Germans, Ukrainians, gypsies and criminals soon joined the Jews in concentration camps at hard labor and in the extermination of those judged unfit to work, the final solution. By the best estimates, at least Six million human beings perished. Two million died at Auschwitz.


Auschwitz is the German name for the Polish town of Oświęcim located about 140 miles south-west of Warsaw. Auschwitz was actually three separate concentration camps built for different purposes. 


Auschwitz I was opened in 1940. Most of the 28 barracks were residential, but barracks number 10 was used for medical experiments. These included forcing prisoners to walk barefoot in the snow, testing the effects of various poisons. And grafting leprous skin on healthy prisoners. Just outside the barbed wire was crematorium number 1 where the bodies of those who had died were disposed of.


In October 1941, Auschwitz II, or Birkenau, was opened. It eventually became the largest single concentration camp of the Third Reich. The Final Solution was approached here with great efficiency by the use of four crematoria, each having the capability to incinerate 12 thousand bodies a day.


The third camp at Auschwitz was an industrial plant named Buna, where Zyklon B gas was manufactured. The gas was transported to Birkenau where it was used for mass executions.


The Auschwitz camps were liberated by the Russians on January 27th, 1945. What the troops found clearly told the story of the previous five years. The only children alive: twins, being used in medical experiments. The most vivid reminders of those who had been killed: suitcases, clothing, and other personal items. The liberators even found bails of human hair, which were periodically shipped to factories for use in making mattresses. The Russians evacuated the camp and many of these persons survived.


This man survived Auschwitz. His story is not one of history or of politics, but one of life and death. Forty years later, he is one of the fortunate ones who can talk about what he saw and lived.

