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Introduction
 
   Thank you for downloading this book, “Auschwitz Greatest Escape: True Stories of Camp Escapees in the Holocaust”. 
 
                 *One of the greatest evils that the Nazis' perpetrated was on the psyche of their victims. For the sake of order and the proper functioning of the camps, and also to help ensure compliance, the Nazis enlisted many of the victims of the camps not only by brute force, but with the unlikely notion of survival – at least for one more day. 
 
                 As they were to learn on an even greater scale than human beings already had, many people, even in the face of overwhelming odds, will hold out hope for their survival or rescue. While many of those who have experienced being a prisoner of war or have been in the unfortunate position of being a hostage will tell you, one of the keys to their survival was the hope or faith that someday they would be free. This is the normal human condition, and the Nazis took full advantage of it. 
 
                 The first and most well-known example of this is the infamous “shower” story the Nazis told their victims at the death camps. Some of the victims had heard rumors of death camps, yet when experiencing the exact situation described in the rumors, held out hope that their situation would somehow be different. We know this because of the people who were there and who escaped and/or survived.
 
                 Two of these men were Rudolf Vrba and Alfred Wetzler. *
 
   Please feel free to share this book with your friends and family. Please also take the time to write a short review on Amazon to share your thoughts.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1: Vrba and Wetzler Escape to tell the World
 
                 The world knew bad things were happening to the Jews and others in occupied Europe, but exactly what was happening at some of the camps in Poland, no one was quite sure. There were rumors, there were a few escapees who had parts of the story and their were hunches and educated guesses, but no one in the government of any developed nation during WWII could plausibly deny that they did not know that something evil was happening, especially after the testimony of two men who escaped the death camp at Auschwitz in April of 1944, just as the camp was gearing up for its last great harvest of death.
 
                 You will read in the other chapters of this book about some of the other escapes and accounts of the death camps and the persecution of the Jews, but in many cases the accounts they told were from rather narrow perspectives – because they escaped before they were exposed to the complete horror of the death camps, or because they were assigned to a specialized work detail far from where the actual killing was taking place or were otherwise limited in the scope of their observations.
 
                 Those among the victims of the camps who had the greatest knowledge of the machinery of death were also among those with the lowest likelihood of survival. These were the “Sonderkommandos”, those men who emptied the gas chambers after they had killed their victims, who had placed bodies in crematoria, and who had “assisted” under threat of immediate death or torture to themselves or others the Nazis in unloading the trains and leading men, women and children to the gas.
 
                 After the war, many of those Sonderkommando personnel who survived were loath to talk about their experiences for a number of reasons. It does not take much imagination to understand why. Still, many did but their accounts, while exceedingly important to history, were told after the war ended, and sometimes many years after.
 
                 Historians consider the accounts of Rudolf Vrba and Alfred Wetzler to be among the most detailed contemporary accounts of the functioning of Auschwitz, both Auschwitz I, and the death camp at Auschwitz II Birkenau. This is their story.
 
                 Just before my teens, the local Public Television station broadcast the BBC series “World at War”, narrated by Laurence Olivier. I had been interested in the Second World War from a very early age, listening to stories from my uncle who had fought across France and through the Battle of the Bulge. He also had a number of books on the Second World War that I could not get enough of. When the “World at War” series came out, I was glued to the television. This was the early 1970's, and though kids my age were taught something about the Holocaust, what we heard was very general and was done quickly. That began to change in the late 1970's for a variety of reasons, but for me, the first in depth exposure I had to the real horrors of what happened in the death camps came from two episodes from that series.
 
                 One of the things that stood out most for me was an interview with one man. To be honest, I was so overwhelmed with what I was hearing that I did not realize that the man speaking was a victim of the Nazis. I actually thought he had been a Nazi guard in the camps, from the tone of his voice and the coldness of his eyes. It was not until years later that I realized that I had listened to an account of the death camps from Rudolf Vrba, who escaped Auschwitz to tell the world what was happening in Poland. It was not until I became an adult myself that I realized that in his telling of his experiences, Vrba's cold, matter of fact recitation of the life and death events he saw and lived through was a defense mechanism to help protect him from horrible memories that were with him for the rest of his life.
 
    [image: ]              Before we begin the story of Vrba and Wetzler, let's get something out of the way. In the years after the war, Rudolf Vrba was one of the most vocal Holocaust survivors. He wrote a book entitled “I Cannot Forgive”, and gave testimony for the Eichmann Trial in Jerusalem in the early 1960's. Vrba in many ways considered himself to be an expert on the Holocaust, and in many ways, he was. 
 
                 However, in some ways he was not. Just as someone who was near or in the World Trade Center on 9/11 knows something about the events of that day from a personal viewpoint and observation, that person does NOT know first-hand  (or even second and third hand) about all of the events of the day. The narrow experience of an individual does not qualify them to be an expert on an entire field. In the same way, I have interviewed many veterans of WWII who have tried to lecture me on events that they were not a part of. A survivor of D-Day does necessarily know about the Italian campaign, and certainly was not in the White House helping make the big decisions.
 
                 Rudolf Vrba was at Auschwitz – no one, except delusional Holocaust “deniers”- contests that fact. His and Alfred Wetzler's account of life at Auschwitz jibes with many of the details of other survivors, the testimony of perpetrators and many documents that survived the war. 
 
                 However, Vrba's experiences cannot be counted on as a comprehensive history of the Holocaust. Many of the things he mentions in his account came from others who were in the camp, and though his estimate of total deaths (which he stood by until his dying day in 2006) was remarkably close for someone who was an observer of just one part of the picture he painted, most historians believe his figure to be on the high side. 
 
                 Does all of this matter? Yes and no. The more exact and verifiable a picture historians can paint serves a number of purposes. One is to simply give an accurate account of what happened – that is one of the central pillars in the study of history. The second is to give those who minimize or deny the Holocaust less fodder for their “theories”. The third is to paint an accurate picture to do justice to what the victims of Nazi persecution, both Jew and non-Jew alike actually survived, neither a minimization nor an exaggeration. Please keep this in mind as you read both this chapter and this book.
 
                 Rudolf Vrba was born in 1924 in the town of Tpolcany/Trnava in what was then Czechoslovakia. Today the town is in the Slovak Republic. The name “Rudolf Vrba” was given to him after his escape by the Slovak Jewish Underground in order to help keep him out of German hands. He was born Walter Rosenberg, the son of a middle  class Jewish mill owner, and had a relatively uneventful youth – if living as a Jew in a region that was traditionally anti-Semitic and growing more so by the day could be called uneventful.
 
                 In 1938, the German language majority region of Czechoslovakia, the Sudetenland, was annexed by Hitler's Germany. A few months later, the Nazis took over the rest of the country. In Slovakia, the eastern section of the country, a puppet fascist regime run by Josef Tiso was put in place by Hitler. Tiso, a highly anti-Semitic Roman Catholic priest, was more than eager to put Hitler's anti-Jewish policies into effect in Slovakia – he had been broadcasting this wish to the country for years.
 
                 In 1940, Slovak officially adopted the National Socialist policies of Germany in many aspects of the life of the state – this would eventually include the same types of anti-Semitic legislation that the Nazis had already put in place in Germany with the Nuremberg Laws of 1935. For two years, Rudolf Vrba had to endure the prejudice and exclusion that the Jews of Germany and other German dominated nations endured. He was removed from school, sports teams which he loved, and like all Jews in Slovakia, was essentially banned from all public places and public life in the country where he was born. 
 
                 Things for the Jews of Slovakia began to take a more dangerous turn in 1942. Though mass killings of Jews had been going on in the Soviet Union since the German invasion of June 1941, anti-Jewish measures in the territory of the former nation of Czechoslovakia had been limited to the restrictions mention above. This was about to change. 
 
                 In my other e-books about the Holocaust, I explain in some detail about the plans that the Nazis mulled over in regard to the Jews. For our purposes here, it will suffice to say that by the beginning of 1942, a plan for the mass murder of Europe's Jews had begun to take shape. 
 
                 The Nazis held millions of Jews captive in the ghettos of Poland. Factions within the Nazi hierarchy were fighting about questions of overpopulation in the ghettos and possible plans (including both deportation and murder) for the Jews there. Regardless of the overcrowding of Poland's ghettos and complaints from middle and high ranking Nazis within Poland, it was decided that the Jews of Slovakia were to be deported beginning in February 1942. 
 
                 Tiso had been reluctant to release Slovakia's Jews to the Nazis. Not because he was interested in saving them, but for more practical reasons. Knowing both that the Germans could ultimately seize Slovakia's Jews on their own if they wished, Tiso also knew that they would prefer not to – the extra manpower would detract from efforts elsewhere. Tiso hoped that he could negotiate the release of some of the more than one hundred thousand Slovakians taken to Germany as forced laborers when the country was taken over. 
 
                 The Germans allowed Tiso to think that the release of his compatriots was a possibility, but as time went by, this seemed increasingly unlikely. For the rest of the war, Slovakians were set against each other. A devoutly Catholic country, many Slovakians heard rumors about the Nazi camps, and sentiment against the deportations grew. Tiso himself, while never a friend to the Jews, experienced doubts about the deportations. This was especially after letters and discussions from Church representatives from Rome came to Slovakia. At times throughout the most deadly period of the Holocaust (spring 1942- fall 1944), Slovakian deportations were halted amid public protest. A coup against Tiso in August 1944 failed, but resulted in his becoming even more of a puppet of the Germans, who forced him to deport many of the remaining Slovakian Jews to Auschwitz. Many of these deportations and the brutality that surrounded them were performed by the Slovakian “H'linka” - members of the anti—Semitic fascist paramilitary under the command of Tiso and his rabidly anti-Jewish deputy Vojtiech Tuka.
 
                 It was in the initial stages of the first deportations that Rudolf Vrba was caught. Almost eighteen, Vrba (then known as Rosenberg) was a fiercely independent young man. When the law requiring all Slovakian Jews to wear the Star of David as an identifier was passed in Slovakia, Vrba decided it was time to leave the country. His ultimate goal was to get to England by way of Hungary. It was a spur of the moment decision, and Vrba was soon caught at the Hungarian frontier in the taxi he hired to take him to freedom. This failed attempt did have one benefit: it taught the young man the virtues of planning. 
 
                 Vrba was taken to a Slovakian camp where he awaited deportation into German custody with thousands of other Slovakian Jews. In general, the camps run by German puppet regimes were a much less orderly and more openly violent than those run by the Germans – which tells you much about the conditions there.
 
                 Coupled with rumors about death camps that were rife in the camps, the poor conditions made Vrba quite aware that whatever was going to happen to him next was likely not going to be good, and he decided on another escape attempt. This time he made it under the wire of the camp and managed to steal a bicycle, but was soon caught in a nearby town when an observant policeman noticed him wearing two pairs of socks in hot weather, and stopped to question him. Not having any documentation, Vrba's story quickly broke down and he was taken back into custody. 
 
                 Vrba was then sent to a camp near the Polish city of Lublin. This was Majdanek, probably the least known of the German extermination facilities. One of the reasons that Majdanek is not as well known by the general public as other camps is that it was not purely an extermination camp. It functioned mainly as a brutal forced labor camp, but which included gas chambers and mass executions at times when other camps could not “handle” more prisoners or actions nearby called for its use. The death toll of the Majdanek camp is approximated at perhaps seventy-five to ninety thousand. Many of its victims were killed after Vrba's incarceration (June 1942) there, but there is no doubt that “Rudy” (as he called himself in later life) quickly determined the Nazi's plans for the Jews.
 
                 On June 30 1942, Rudy Vrba was sent to Auschwitz. Fortunately for Vrba, he was young and strong. He was chosen for the “Aufräumungskommando” or “order commando”, as in “to make orderly”. The job that Vrba performed was stacking, sorting and removing the belongings of the trainloads of European Jews now beginning to flood into Auschwitz. Even if they had not been told by the older members of their unit what was going to happen to most of the arriving Jews, it was not difficult to figure out.
 
    [image: ]              Those arriving were told that their property would be returned to them after they had been de-loused or showered and assigned a barracks. Those who were not selected for the gas chamber moved off into the Birkenau camp. Either way, none of the recent arrivals ever saw their belongings again. Vrba and the rest of the Aufräumungskommando moved trainloads of personal belongings to the storage area which became known as “Canada” - within the span of unloading one trainload, they knew most of the passengers on it were doomed. 
 
                 Though it is difficult to speak of any situation as it pertained to the prisoners/victims of Auschwitz as “fortunate”, for Vrba the assignment sorting and transporting goods meant increased odds of survival.
 
                 Like much of the language of the Holocaust, the term “Canada” was a euphemism. This time from the prisoners, many of whom had read or heard of famous stories about the Gold Rush and timber forests of the Canadian West, and how plentiful they were. Looking at the vast piles of goods, prisoners might say or think “Gentlemen, we have arrived in Canada.” 
 
                 This might sound macabre to those not familiar with survival in a concentration camp – one quickly learned that the mores and behavior of the outside world were a hindrance rather than a help. To survive, one had to be ready for anything.
 
                 The most valuable goods coming into the camp were obviously money, gold and jewelry. The sorting areas for these items were heavily observed by the SS, and stealing from this area was an almost sure ticket to a beating or the gas – most times both. Yet inmates did steal. There was no way that the guards could have their eyes everywhere all of the time. Additionally, some were on the take – not doing the work themselves and possibly subject to harsh punishment should they be seen stealing from the piles of property, guards many times relied on the members of the Aufräumungskommando for their perks. In turn, this might get a prisoner a better job indoors, extra food or perhaps a position of authority somewhere a bit safer. Jewelry and other items did make it into the barracks, but mostly the items on the camp “black market” were clothing, shoes, food and alcohol.
 
                 Among the inmates, the same kinds of trading took place. In the parlance of the camp, stealing, trading or gathering extra items was known as “organizing”, and in many ways the men of the Aufräumungskommando and those who worked in the “Canada” storage area were the kings of “organization”. While prisoners at “Canada” may have benefited from the goods seized from the trains, this did not mean by any stretch of the imagination that they were healthy, well-fed human beings. Most inmates at Auschwitz were just days from death.
 
    [image: ]              Vrba was housed in Block IV of Auschwitz I and marched every day a couple of kilometers to the Birkenau site. Auschwitz I had been built soon after the German occupation of Poland. Today it stands as part of the Auschwitz Memorial, from where these pictures were collected.
 
    [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   
  
 

 
 
    [image: ]              During the time (late summer '42-early summer '43) that Vrba worked unloading and sorting the victims' goods from the trains, he estimated               that he saw in the neighborhood of two hundred trains arrive at the camp. Vrba. In the summer of 1943, Vrba was given a different job – that of registering those who had survived the “selection”, and who were destined to live a while longer doing slave labor. Getting estimates of train “passengers” from these people and observing the numbers of men and single, childless, healthy women that survived along with the trucks that took others to the gas, Vrba constructed a figure which he stood by for the rest of his life – he believed that one and three quarter million Jews had been killed at Auschwitz by April 1944 (this was before the influx of the estimated four hundred thousand Jews from Hungary that arrived later that summer). Vrba was also assigned other “secretarial” duties which allowed him access to much of the camp off limits to other prisoners. 
 
                 During his stay, Vrba was fortunate enough to encounter two acquaintances from his hometown of Trnava. One was Otto Pressburger and the other Alfred Wetzler. Wetzler came to Auschwitz in 1942 as Wetzler had, and had managed to land a job as a registrar of bodies. These were the bodies of the men who had died in the camp of exhaustion, beatings, disease, etc. Together, Wetzler and Vrba had a much clearer picture of what was going on in Auschwitz than most of its other surviving victims. 
 
                 Both Alfred Wetzler and Rudy Vrba had determined early on that at some point they would have to try to escape from the camp. Their reason was two-fold: they wanted the world to know exactly what was going on at Auschwitz, and they knew that as men who had seen the inner workings of the death machinery of the camp, they were surely marked for death at some point, healthy or not. 
 
                 Both men had seen the results of failed escape attempts: bodies being brought back mauled by dogs or men so beaten down that the hanging they were about to receive was an almost welcome relief. Frequently, if an escapee had surviving family in the camp, they were killed as well along with any other prisoners that had aided the man. At times, random victims were chosen. Escape meant possibly not only your death, but the death of others. What Vrba and Wetzler realized was that they were already dead men and the inmates of the camp dead as well. 
 
                 As the men made their way back and forth from their work and around the camp, they took careful note of what they perceived as weaknesses in the camp's perimeter and security. Many times those weaknesses were outweighed by a nearby strength such as an area of the camp not so populated with Germans would be in the line of sight of more watchtowers, etc. 
 
                 After the war, Allied authorities were able to secure many documents regarding the camp and its operation. The document given below gives the reader a brief idea of the security measures in place at Auschwitz in April 1944, the month that Rudy Vrba and Alfred Wetzler made their escape.
 
                 The document is listed as: Document NO-021, in Trials of War Criminals Before the Nuernberg Military Tribunals Under Control Council Law No. 10. Vol. 5: United States v. Oswald Pohl, et. al. (Case 4: 'Pohl Case'). US Government Printing Office, District of Columbia: 1950. pp. 384-387. 
 
   The Chief of the SS Economic and Administrative Main Office
D II/1 Az.: 27/2 Ma./F.
Journal No. 236/44 secret 

Top Secret!
2 copies -- 1st copy

Berlin, 5 April 1944
Lichterfelde-West
Unter den Eichen 126-135
Telephone: local 765261
long distance 765101 

To the
Reich Leader SS
Berlin SW 11
Prinz Albrechtstr. 8

Subject: Security measures in Auschwitz.
Reference: Your letter of 24 March 1944
Diary No. 38/32/44 secret Bra/H.
Enclosures: 2 plans [Id.] 

Reich Leader! 

The extent and the high number of inmates of the Auschwitz concentration camp induced me already last October to suggest a three way division of the camp. After your approval, it has been carried out as of 10 November 1943. Therefore there are now 3 concentration camps in 
Auschwitz. 

As to the security measures taken for case A, I report as follows: 

1. Camp I includes the compact camp for men with a present strength of approximately 16,000 inmates. 

It is surrounded with a fence and by barbed wire which, as in all concentration camps, is electrically charged. Besides there are watch towers mounted with machine guns. 

Camp II is situated about 3 km. from camp I. It accommodates 15000 male and 21,000 female inmates. Of a total of 36,000 inmates approximately 15,000 are unable to work. Camp II is also surrounded by an electrically charged wire fence; there are also watch towers. 

Camp III includes all subsidiary camps attached to industrial establishments in Upper Silesia which, however, are located at considerable distances from each other. At present it consists of 14 subsidiary camps with a total number of approximately 15,000 male inmates. These labor camps are surrounded by the usual wire fence and also have watch towers. The largest of these labor camps is in Auschwitz attached to the I.G. Farbenindustrie AG It has at present 7,000 inmates. 

The other subsidiary camps have a considerably smaller strength. 

The following is a summary of the situation: 

Auschwitz I 16,000 men

Auschwitz II 15,000 men, 21,000 women

Auschwitz III 15,000 men

[subtotal] 46,000 men, 21,000 women

Total 67,000 

Camp II has the largest number of inmates whereby, however, it must be considered that of the total of 36,000 inmates, 21,000 are women. 

2. Of the total number of 67,000 inmates those in the subsidiary camps and those hospitalized have to be deducted if the question of a threatening revolt or escapes in Upper Silesia is to be considered. 

Of the total number, 67,000 inmates; 15,000 are to be deducted, those in subsidiary camps (camp III), and the number of the hospitalized and disabled, 18,000; so that practically 34,000 inmates have to be reckoned with. In case A this would mean danger to Auschwitz if security measures were insufficient. 

3. 2,300 SS men are available to guard the inmates of camp I and II, including the staff of camp headquarters who are to be detailed in case A. In addition there are 650 guards available for the subsidiary camps of camp III. 

SS Obergruppenfuehrer Schmauser keeps a company of police of about 130 men, in readiness by the middle of this month. This company shall, if necessary, be used for additional security of camp II. It will therefore be billeted in the close vicinity of this camp. 

4. Apart from the direct security of camp I and II by manned watch towers and electrically chargeable wire fences, a line of bunkers has been constructed as an inner ring which will be manned by SS men. On the enclosed map, this line of bunkers is marked in red. 
 
 
    
 
   In case A, as a further security measure, the outer ring will be formed to be manned by the Wehrmacht. On the enclosed map, this outer ring can be seen on the map indicating the field Positions with the parts of the Wehrmacht earmarked for the operation. Inside the outer ring is also the labor camp at the I.G Farbenindustrie AG, with at present 7,000 inmates and the entire factory of the I.G. Farbenindustrie AG [Case of United States vs. Carl Krauch, et al., vols. VII and VIII.]. in which in addition to our inmates, approximately 15,000 people are employed. The deployment [Einsatz] of the Wehrmacht was decided upon a few weeks ago in Auschwitz by SS Obergruppenfuehrer Schmauser and the commanding general of the VIII army corps, Lt. General [Cav] von Koch-Erbach. 

I further enclose an alert plan according to which the SS post commander in Auschwitz is able to alert directly all stations concerned by telephone, wireless, or teletype in the shortest possible time. 

Further, it has been taken care that a large scale search be carried out under the direction of the Criminal Police Office Katowice in case of mass escapes. 

The Luftwaffe units stationed in Auschwitz in the strength of 1,000 men are available provided the alert does not coincide with an air raid. These Luftwaffe units can however not absolutely be counted upon. In drafting the plan of operation [Einsatzplan] this has been taken into consideration. 

Very soon exercises will be carried out with all agencies concerned. 

I believe, Reich Leader, that these preparations and security measures will be sufficient in case A. 

Heil Hitler!
[Signed] POHL
SS Obergruppenfuehrer and Lt. General of the Waffen SS 
 
 
                 As you can see, and as you will read in another chapter of this e-book, the Nazis were quite concerned with security measures. By April 1944 there had already been mass escapes and revolts at two of the death camps, Sobibor and Treblinka, and they were determined it would not happen again.
 
                 As time went on, Wetzler and Vrba developed an escape plan which they believed gave them the best chance of success. The two knew of four other inmates that had concocted a plan which all believed might work. 
 
                 The idea was that the inmates would hide within a neatly stacked pile of lumber just outside the camp wire. This lumber was part of the supply for building a new expansion of Birkenau. This building effort, combined with snippets of conversations between German guards picked up by Vrba about how the SS would soon be “eating Hungarian salami”, indicated to Vrba that the Germans had plans to seize the Jews of Hungary, who had up to that point, been relatively safe within the borders of Germany's Hungarian allies. However, as the war began to go against the Germans and the Eastern Front got closer and closer, Hitler put increasing pressure on the Hungarian government to forcibly expel its Jews and/or allow the Germans to do it for them. 
 
                 This belief (which turned out to be true) was what put Vrba and Wetzler into action. Their thought was that if they could escape and tell the world what exactly was going on in Auschwitz, then perhaps international pressure of some kind could be put on the Hungarian government, which was beginning to realize the consequences of being on the losing side of the war. 
 
                 The Slovakian duo was up against great odds. They first had to make it into the wood pile. They then had to trust the inmates that left the hole in the pile and who might be brought under considerable pressure when the escape was detected.  If they were not betrayed by someone within the camp, either as a result of torture or bribes offered by the SS, then they could be discovered by the guards and their dogs. 
 
                 The two men knew that the SS pattern after an escape (and there had been successful escapes from Auschwitz – the vast majority of them resulting in later betrayal and/or death in the Polish countryside) was to search for escapees for three days. If the men could make it that long undetected, the odds against would go down.
 
                 While the construction was at its height during the afternoon hours and thousands of workers were around, Vrba and Wetzler met at the appointed woodpile, pretending to commiserate on some paperwork, which would not be that out of the ordinary. When they and the work gang determined that they were not under direct observation, they climbed on top of the wood-pile and into the pre-made hole that would be there hideout for the next three and a half days. 
 
                 Neither of the men had any experience with this sort of thing. Vrba had been a student and a worker in Slovakia before the war, and Wetzler a laborer, but the time they had spent in Auschwitz combined with their determination to both survive and report on the camp helped to steel their nerves.
 
                 One of the most common activities in any of the German run camps was the “Appel” or roll-call. The Nazis were fiends for detail. Counts happened in the morning, often in the afternoon, and at the end of the twelve or fourteen hour workday. If the count was off, it began again, no matter the time of day and no matter the weather. Many untold thousands fell out and died during the roll-calls taken in the heat of summer or cold of winter. Sometimes roll-call lasted for hours. This could be after a fourteen hour summer work-day. 
 
                 When the day ended on April 10 1944, just a few days after the above SS security report was sent, Rudy Vrba and Alfred Wetzler waited in the heat of the woodpile listening to the roll-call. Soon, they had no doubt, they would be missed, and then the SS and their dogs would run amok. This is exactly what happened. Sirens bellowed, prisoners were beaten back into barracks, and the camp was locked down.
 
                 To help in their efforts, Vrba and Wetzler had “organized” a supply of smelly Russian tobacco and some gasoline. They used gasoline soaked tobacco to rub their bodies in the hope that it would both hide their scent and interfere with the noses of the many German Shepherd dogs that would be searching for the SS.
 
                 Guards walked on top of the wood pile and dogs sniffed near its base, but the two men went undetected. They stayed in the woodpile for three further nights and days, listening to and seeing search parties go out into the surrounding area and depart the camp for the countryside through cracks in the wood. They also heard what they knew very well were the sounds of new arrivals: trains hissing, doors opening, people yelling, dogs barking, and sometimes immense quiet. They waited in perhaps the most monstrous place on Earth in a compartment in a wood pile for three whole days, without making a sound, relieving themselves sparingly in a hole which they buried and covered with their laced tobacco. They had nothing to drink or to eat.
 
                 On the evening of the third night, they heard and saw the security detail at the camp go back to normal. The three day search limit had been reached. That night when darkness came, Vrba and Wetzler decided to get out of their hiding place and attempt to travel the eighty some odd miles to Slovakia, where they just might blend in a bit better. 
 
                 Still, they were emaciated and weak and at first could not lift the planks atop their hiding spot to get out. After mustering all the strength they could and still keeping quiet, the two lifted the boards, climbed out and crept into the Polish night. 
 
                 The intention of the two men was to travel by night and hole up during the day, for they expected to encounter German military patrols. They were also fearful that they might run into Polish villagers that might turn them into the Nazis out of fear, the desire for a reward, or plain anti-Semitism. The same held true for the Polish resistance: some cells were amazingly tolerant, and others rabidly nationalist and anti-Semitic. 
 
                 Wetzler and Vrba had no map, and were not exactly sure where Auschwitz was located in relation to Slovakia, but they knew their best bet was to head south and keep going until they reached their homeland. Unfortunately, during the night they walked straight into a sizable Polish town, Bielsko and it took them the majority of the night to figure out a way out of it while avoiding detection.
 
                 On the morning after their escape, the two men found themselves in open country on the outskirts of another town. They were hungry, thirsty, tired, afraid, and needed to get under cover. With no other choice, they took a huge risk and knocked on a random door.
 
                 Luck was with them, and the occupant of the house was a peasant woman who knew immediately they were on the run. Perhaps she did not know what from, but it was clear the men were fugitives. Vrba and Wetzler had picked the right door. The woman had had two sons. One was dead and the other locked away in a German concentration camp for suspected resistance activity. She took the two men in, fed them, prepared a place for them to sleep until night fell and pointed them in the general direction of the mountain passes she believed would be best for them to use. She also gave them what for her was a sizable amount of money, which she would not take back despite all of Rudy Vrba's insistence. 
 
                 They journeyed into the foothills and were close to a village where other Auschwitz escapees had been caught. The village, named Porebka, was crawling with German soldiers and as dawn broke and the men tried to find somewhere to hide for the day, a German patrol in the distance saw them at the edge of a field. Any unusual activity caught the attention of the Germans – especially that of two men walking in the middle of nowhere at dawn with the shaved heads of prisoners. Gunshots came their way across the field.
 
                 Luckily for Vrba and Wetzler, they had a decent head start, for they were in no shape to lead anyone on a long chase. Up the hills they went, and soon they heard the sound of more German soldiers, and worse, dogs. 
 
                 The men found a wide stream which they immediately jumped into, hoping the water would dull their scent and throw the dogs off their trail. Exhausted, they found a root covered ditch on the other side of the stream and managed to elude the German patrols. 
 
                 The next morning they were crossing a farm field and almost literally ran into a peasant woman doing her chores. She and the two escapees eyed each other for a long time before Rudy came right out in his broken Polish and said “We're going to Slovakia. Can you show us the way? We've escaped from a camp. From Auschwitz.” The woman nervously told them to wait nearby until nightfall until she brought someone who could help them.
 
                 The hours that Rudy and “Fred” (as he was known) waited near that field must have seemed endless. Again they were at the mercy of a total stranger in the middle of a world war that had made everyone paranoid and afraid. But once again, their luck held. Later that evening, a man arrived in the company of the woman they had met earlier. She was carrying a bag of food, and he was carrying a rifle. Their hunger won out over their vigilance and they began to eat like the starving men they were. Observing them closely, the armed man, who turned out to be a member of the Polish Resistance in the area, determined that Vrba and Wetzler were not Nazi spies, but real fugitives and agreed to help them to the Slovakian border at daybreak.
 
                 When dawn came, the Resistance man led the escapees through woods and mountain trails. Across an apparently well-traveled dirt road, the man pointed and said, “Across that road is Slovakia.” For safety's sake, Vrba and Wetzler waited in the brush for the next German patrol to drive by. As soon as it did and was out of sight, the two men crossed the road and were back on the soil of their homeland. It was April 21st, 1944. It had been fourteen days since they had crawled out from the woodpile. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
                 When they arrived in Slovakia, they took yet another gamble and approached a peasant who agreed to take them to a physician with contacts in the underground. For the first time since they escaped Vrba and Wetzler related their story, albeit in digest form. The doctor listened intently and agreed to arrange for them to meet with the leaders of the Jewish community in hiding nearby. 
 
                 Rudy and Fred's greatest wish was to report on the true nature of the camp at Auschwitz in the hope that news of what was happening there might somehow prevent the shipment of Hungary's Jews to the camp. With the men of the Jewish community still in Slovakia, Vrba and Wetzler told their story – and were almost unanimously disbelieved. 
 
                 The notion that these two men would be disbelieved after they had given such a thorough accounting of the camp at Auschwitz today sounds unbelievable itself, but we must remember that in 1944, only bits and pieces of what was happening in the camps was rumored or had been released in reports put out by the underground. The idea that one of the most “advanced” nations in the world would eliminate an entire race of people and many others in an industrial and organized fashion was too much for many people to absorb despite all the evidence to the contrary. Many of the Jews still surviving clung to the belief that their relatives were still alive “somewhere in the East” or in the ghettos. That they had been, were or would be exterminated like insects was too much for them. 
 
                 Despite the disbelief of many of the men they spoke with, Vrba and Wetzler pressed on. Eventually, some of the men they spoke with came round and assisted the men with translating the forty page report they had written. The report (which you can find in its entirety in English here: http://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/pdf/eng/English45.pdf) was written in three parts, one by Vrba, one by Wetzler and one together. It was written in Slovak and then translated into Hungarian, German. Later English translations followed shortly thereafter. The men had spent most of the five days since their arrival in Slovakia writing the report. 
 
                 If you are interested, please click the link above to read the entire forty page report. Try to put yourself in the place of someone in 1944, not 2015 as you read the following paragraphs:
 
                 The camp entry road cuts across the row of houses, while over the entrance gate, which is of course always heavily guarded, stands the ironic inscription: "Work brings freedom." At a radius of some 2,000 meters the whole camp is encircled by a second line called "the big or outer chain of sentry posts" also with watchtowers every 150 meters. Between the inner and outer chain of sentry posts are the factories and other workshops. 
 
                 The towers of the inner chain are only manned at night when the high-tension current is switched into the double row of wires. During daytime the garrison of the inner chain of sentry posts is withdrawn, and the men take up duty in the outer chain. Escape through these sentry posts-and many attempts have been made is practically impossible. 
 
                 Getting through the inner circle of posts at night is completely impossible, and the towers of the outer chain are so close to one another (one every 150 meters, i.e., giving each tower a sector with a 75-meter radius to watch) that approaching unnoticed is out of the question. The guards shoot without warning. The garrison of the outer chain is withdrawn at twilight, but only after it has been ascertained that all the prisoners are within the inner circle. If the roll call reveals that a prisoner is missing, sirens immediately sound the alarm. 

              The men in the outer chain remain in their towers on the lookout, the inner chain is manned, and a systematic search is begun by hundreds of 55 guards and bloodhounds. The siren rings the whole surrounding countryside to a state of alarm, so that if by miracle the escapee has been successful in getting through the outer chain he is nearly certain to be caught by one of the numerous German -police and SS patrols...”
 
                 The escapee is furthermore handicapped by his clean-shaven head, his striped prisoner's outfit or red patches sewn on his clothing, and the passiveness of the thoroughly intimidated inhabitants. 
 
                 The mere fact of neglecting to give information on the whereabouts of a prisoner, not to speak of extending help, is punished by death. 
 
                 Provided that the prisoner has not been caught sooner, the garrison of the outer chain of sentry posts remains on the watch for three days and nights after which delay it is presumed that the escapee has succeeded in breaking through the double circle. The following night the outer guard is withdrawn. 
 
                 If the escapee is caught alive, he is hanged in the presence of the whole camp; but if he is found dead, his body wherever it may have been located-is brought back to camp (it is easy to identify the corpse by means of the tattooed number) and seated at the entrance gate, a small notice clasped in his hands, reading: "Here I am."
 
                 “... Working conditions were inconceivably hard, so that the majority of III weakened by starvation and the inedible food, could not stand it. The mortality was so high that every day our group of 200 had 30 to 35 dead. Many were simply beaten to death by the overseers-the "Capos"-during work, without the slightest provocation. 
 
                 The gaps in our ranks caused by these deaths were replaced daily by prisoners from BIRKENAU. Our return at night was extremely painful and dangerous, as we had to drag along over a distance of 5 kilometers our tools, firewood, heavy caldrons, and the bodies of those who had died or had been killed during the working day. With these heavy loads we were forced to maintain a brisk pace, and anyone incurring the displeasure of one of the "Capos" was cruelly knocked down, if not beaten to death...
 
                 “...There was no question of any medical attention or care. We had some 150 dead daily and their bodies were sent for cremation to AUSCHWITZ.  At the same time the so-called "selections" were introduced. 
 
                 Twice weekly, Mondays and Thursdays, the camp doctor indicated the number of prisoners who were to be gassed and then burned. These" selections" were loaded into trucks and brought to the Birch Forest. Those still alive upon arrival were gassed in a big barrack erected near the trench used for burning the bodies...”
 
                 The report then goes on into some detail about the number of transports arriving and the number of people on each transport and their country of origin. Then the process of murder is described:
 
                 “...The large ditch was filled in, the ground leveled, and the ashes used as before for fertilizer at the farm labor camp of HERMENSE, so that today it is almost impossible to find trace of the dreadful mass murder which took place here. 

              At present there are four crematoria in operation at BIRKENAU, two large ones, I and II, and two smaller ones, III and IV. Those of type I and II consist of 3 parts, i.e.,: (A) the furnace room; (B) the large halls; and (C) the gas chamber. A huge chimney rises from the furnace room around which are grouped nine furnaces, each having four openings. 

              Each opening can take three normal corpses at once and after an hour and a half the bodies are completely burned. This corresponds to a daily capacity of about 2,000 bodies. Next to this is a large "reception hall" which is arranged so as to give the impression of the antechamber of a bathing establishment. It holds 2,000 people and apparently there is a similar waiting room of the floor below. 
 
                 From there a door and a few steps lead down into the very long and narrow gas chamber. The walls of this chamber are also camouflaged with simulated entries to shower rooms in order to mislead the victims. 

              This roof is fitted with three traps which can be hermitically closed from the outside. A track leads from the gas chamber to the furnace room. The gassing takes place as follows:
 
                 The unfortunate victims are brought into hall where they are told to undress. To complete the fiction that they are going to bathe, each person receives a towel and a small piece of soap issued by two men clad in whites coats. They are then crowded into the gas chamber in such numbers there is, of course, only standing room. 
 
                 To compress this crowd into the narrow space, shots are often fired to induce those already at the far end to huddle still closer together. When everybody is inside, the heavy doors are closed. Then there is a short pause, presumably to allow the room temperature to rise to a certain level, after which 55 men with gas masks climb on the roof, open the traps, and shake down a preparation in powder form out of tin cans labeled "CYCLONE" "For use against vermin," which is manufactured by a Hamburg concern. 
 
                 It is presumed that this is a "CYANIDE" mixture of some sort which turns into gas at a certain temperature. After three minutes everyone in the chamber is dead. No one is known to have survived this ordeal, although it was not uncommon to discover signs of life after the primitive measures employed in the Birch Wood. 
 
                 The chamber is then opened, aired, and the "special squad" carts the bodies on flat trucks to the furnace rooms where the burning takes place. Crematoria III and IV work on nearly the same principle, but their capacity is only half as large. Thus the total capacity of the four cremating and gassing plants at BIRKENAU amounts to about 6,000 daily...”
 
                 As was mentioned earlier in this volume, Vrba and Wetzler's account, considering they did not have access to all the parts of the camp nor all of its records, is surprisingly accurate. However, some of the details gleaned from inmates in the Sonderkommando and others could only be estimated. Critics have pointed to these errors to completely discount the report and other statistics regarding Auschwitz and the Holocaust. However, it must be remembered that Vrba and Wetzler were inmates, the lowest of the low, and were not high ranking Nazi officials with an insider's detail of the camp. When matched up against the trial testimony of Adolf Eichmann for example, Vrba and Wetzler's report stands up to scrutiny.
 
                 The exact date of the reports' arrival in Hungary is contested, but regardless of whether it arrived before the mass deportations of Hungarian Jews began on May 15 or thereafter, it is known that Jewish leaders in Budapest (most significantly a man named Rudolf Kastner) were privy to the report before all the Jews of Hungary were gone. 
 
                 Rudolf Kastner made the decision not to go public with the report. To the end of his life, Rudolf Vrba believed that Kastner suppressed the report in Hungary because he was involved in ongoing negotiations with SS officer Adolf Eichmann, who was responsible for the coordination of the transport of Hungary's Jews to Auschwitz.
 
                 Eichmann had offered Kastner the lives of Hungary's Jews for ten thousand truckloads of supplies from the Western Allies. In essence, Eichmann was using the Jews as hostages. Whether or not Eichmann was in earnest about the offer or not, the deal was never going to happen. 
 
                 Kastner believed that the release of the report would greatly antagonize the Germans and sabotage his efforts to prevent the Jews of Hungary from being deported. He traveled to Switzerland under safe passage to report the offer to the British and Americans. He did manage to secure the release of over fifteen hundred Jews as a gesture of “good faith”, but the Allies were never going to do a deal with the Germans. To do so would have driven a wedge between the West and the Soviet Union, and give supplies to the very people they were fighting and dying to destroy. 
 
                 While Kastner pleaded with the Allies, Hungary's Jews were being deported in huge numbers. Arriving at Birkenau, the Hungarians were not subjected to the “selection” process, but rather, almost all were taken directly to the gas. In eight weeks, from May to the end of June, roughly four hundred thousand Hungarian Jews were eliminated at Auschwitz. The Horthy government did eventually halt the deportations as a result of threats from the Allies about post-war prosecution. That government soon fell to the rabidly anti-Semitic Arrow Cross Party. These Hungarian Nazis renewed their vows to fight with Hitler to the end, and began carrying out mass executions of Hungary's remaining Jews. It is estimated that another one hundred thousand were killed after the deportations ceased.
 
                 By the end of July, the report had found its way to the White House, Number Ten Downing Street and was broadcast over the British Broadcasting Service into Europe in many languages. It was later used as evidence in the Nuremberg War Crimes Trials after the war.
 
    [image: ]              Alfred Wetzler also wrote a book on his experiences, as well as a novel based on them. He worked as an editor and on a large agricultural cooperative in communist Czechoslovakia. He passed away in 1988.
 
                 Rudolf Vrba fought with the Slovak partisans until the end of the war. When the war ended, he eventually made his way to Canada, where he spent the rest of his life he received degrees in pharmacology and chemistry, becoming an esteemed professor in those fields. He was interviewed numerous times about his experiences, and wrote a book on his experiences in Auschwitz. He passed in 2006.
 
                 In the early 1970's, in the interview already mentioned for the BBC series “The World at War”, Rudolf Vrba told the following story: 
 
                 “Moshe Zonescha was a rabbi's son who was very deeply educated in religious belief. The belief that there are happening things on this world which are beyond his understanding and are will of the God. I remember when we passed ten thousand naked women in a frosty morning who were already sorted out, you see, and put on the lorries, and they knew – they were all prisoners already – and they knew that they are now going to the gas chamber. And they were quiet and somehow people were accustomed to live with the moment, with the knowledge that the gas will come. But when the motor started, you know, this noise, this created a panic between the woman, and a terrible noise went up from those lorries you see...the death cry of thousands of young women you know. They were already reduced to skeletons. Their, their, their futile attempts, which they knew by any logic that they can't succeed – to jump out from the lorries which takes them to the gas chambers which are only perhaps less than a mile away. And which are already stoked and the, the...fire was coming out from the chimneys. You see, everything was prepared. You see, this was the moment when he (Moshe) spoke to his God: “God show them your power. This is against you!” And nothing happened!...And then he said....“There is no God.”
 
                 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2: Revolt and Escape: Sobibor
 
                 In October 1943, there was a revolt and mass escape from the Sobibor extermination facility in eastern Poland. In 1944, as Red Army troops were approaching, the Nazis destroyed the camp, exhumed and burnt what bodies still existed, scattered the ash and bone from mass graves and ash pits and planted/dozed the camp over in the vain hope of hiding the evidence of their crime. 
 
                 Over the years, Holocaust deniers have used the lack of buildings, etc. as a basis for their “denial”, which is in the main a cover-story to make those who would wish another Holocaust on the world seem more “respectable” (for an interesting perspective on the real nature of denial, please see the essay “Inside the Neo-Nazi Scene” by Ingo Hasselbach, a former leader of the neo-Nazi movement in Germany. This essay is available at: http://articles.baltimoresun.com/1995-04-28/news/1995118203_1_aryans-michigan-militia-timothy-mcveigh). 
 
                  Mountains of bone and ash were collected at the Sobibor site and assembled in a memorial mausoleum after the war, evidence that something monumentally atrocious took place there. Discoveries made in 2014 at the exact place within the Sobibor camp in the place they were reported to be in post-war Nazi and survivor testimony put a further lie to the accusations of the Holocaust deniers. In the fall of 2014, the gas chambers of Sobibor were unearthed, as were medallions and rings of Jewish origin. As this is written, nine months later, deniers have again changed their stories, and point to other “evidence” that has not been found yet. As their true purpose is to recruit the young and ignorant, and have them believe that a so-called worldwide Jewish conspiracy is out to get them, they will always point to something else. It is pointless to argue with them. [image: ]Evidence speaks for itself.  
 
                 In the spring of 1942, the Nazis began to implement their plan to eliminate the Jews of Poland and Europe. This plan later became known as “Operation Reinhard”, after SS General Reinhard Heydrich, SS Leader Heinrich Himmler's right-hand man and prime architect of the elimination of the Jews. The plan was named in his “honor” after his assassination by Czech resistance fighters in June '42. 
 
                 Within the Nazi hierarchy, debates had raged for years (especially so after their dreams of conquest became real) about what should be done with the Jews of Europe, whom the Nazis regarded as their prime enemy. Before the war and in its opening months, many wanted to forcibly deport the Jews to Madagascar or perhaps into the Soviet Union, once war there began. As time went by however, the idea of deportation became more and more impractical. The Madagascar plan, the one with the most backing, was a non-starter once the war began. The British Royal Navy would never allow German ships to pass unimpeded to the coast of southern Africa.
 
                 The prime Nazi goal of a Germany and a German empire free of Jews became more and more distant as the Germans occupied or dominated nation after nation in Europe. The nations of Eastern Europe, especially Poland and the western regions of the Soviet Union (which the Germans moved into in 1941) held many more times the number of Jews than had lived in Germany before the war.
 
                 With the beginning of the war with the Soviet Union, the Nazis began a ruthless battle against what they saw as their greatest enemies: the Jews, communism and the sub-human Slavic race. Already experiencing problems of supply, transport, disease and much else in occupied Poland, the Nazis began to systematically eliminate the Jews of Soviet controlled territory. You can read in more detail about this phase of the Holocaust in some of my other e-books. For our purposes here, it will suffice to say that that behind the front line troops, units of police and SS men known as “Einsatzgruppen” (“Special Action Squads”) combed cities, towns, and villages for Jews and anyone else they viewed as a direct threat, primarily communists and intellectuals, and murdered them in an orgy of blood which eventually totaled over one million victims. 
 
                 Though the Einsatzgruppen were remarkably efficient, there were problems. From the viewpoint of the Nazi hierarchy, there were two main problems. First, the nature of the killings, despite some effort, was quite public, could alarm remaining European Jews and the German population. Second, as time went on, the men of the Einsatzgruppen began experiencing serious psychological issues and alcoholism. This was somewhat ameliorated by the use of anti-Semitic local paramilitaries, but only barely. Another “solution” was needed.
 
                 This was how the development of Operation Reinhard and the extermination camps began. Taking personnel and methods from the notorious “T-4” euthanasia program that was eliminating hereditarily disabled and mentally handicapped people within Germany, the Nazis began to construct installations/facilities designed expressly for the mass murder of people. 
 
                 The first “camp”, Chelmno (in German, “Kulmhof”) was not actually part of the Operation Reinhard plan or system, but did help the Nazis evolve the system of murder. This center was located in western Poland not far from the German border and was essentially just a manorial farm estate whose buildings were used to temporarily concentrate Jews and Roma (the proper name for those derogatorily referred to as “gypsies”) from the area before they were murdered in a system which used disguised trucks, or as they are more infamously known, the “gas vans”, to kill using the trucks' exhaust. Though the camp area was used one last time in 1944, operations at Chelmno were essentially ended by spring 1943. Estimates of the number killed at Chelmno range from 150,000 to 300,000 people. 
 
                 The Operation Reinhard camps were Belzec (March 1942), Sobibor (May 1942) and Treblinka (July 1943). Each camp became progressively more deadly. These places, commonly referred to as “camps”, were less that than extermination centers, especially when compared to Auschwitz. Though there were lodgings for the SS and foreign paramilitary staff and rudimentary barracks for those victims assigned to work duty, the vast majority of those sent to these camps were killed. For the most part, there was no real “selection” as there was at Auschwitz – most people were killed within twenty-four hours of their arrival. 
 
                 Towards the end of its existence, there were an approximate six hundred prisoners living at the Sobibor camp. A good number of those were Russian troops or partisans who were to be spared for a time to help in the camps dismantling – then killed. Virtually everyone who entered Sobibor was killed – after the war, only an estimated 50 - 60 people had survived being at Sobibor. 
 
                 Sobibor and Treblinka were laid out in similar fashion. There were three main areas , the killing zone (which included the gas chambers - like the other Reinhard camps used engine exhaust to kills its victims, and an execution yard and burial/cremation pit), an administrative area (which included housing for the SS and the Ukrainian guards as well as barracks for prisoners assigned work), and the reception area (which included the railway siding, ramp/platform and a building for the undressing of prisoners). 
 
                 Connecting the reception zone to the gas chambers was “Der Schlauch”, or “The Tube”, a pathway fenced in on both sides by wire covered with a thick layer of pine boughs that made it impossible to see in or out of. German personnel at both Sobibor and Treblinka also called “The Tube” another name: “Himmelfahrtsweg” or “Himmelfahrtsstraße” - “The Way/Road to Heaven”.
 
                  The men of a transport were usually eliminated first to reduce the chances of a riot should someone deduce the true purpose of the camp. Then women and children were herded through. “Herded” is the exactly right term – these were innocent people being forced to their slaughter. Guards, both German and Ukrainian whipped, clubbed, prodded with bayonets and beat those in the “Tube” to keep them moving. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
                 A man named Joseph Richter, who died during the latter part of the war fighting against the Germans with the partisans of the area, had access to the areas outside the camp. After his death, a series of drawings were found among his possessions, including drawings of Sobibor and the trains going into it. On the next pages, you will see a drawings which were done on pieces of newspaper and scrap and dated 1943. 
 
    
 
    [image: ]One of two color drawings done by Richter. This one must have been done from the north side of the camp looking at the camp fence which was also covered in pine boughs like "The Tube". In the background is the abandoned chapel, #24 on the map above. Picture courtesy of the Ghetto Fighter's Museum, Israel.
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                 The gas chambers at Sobibor were made of brick with hermetically sealed steel doors. The engine which provided the gas was that of a captured Soviet T-34 tank. The gassing process itself took perhaps fifteen minutes, give or take, depending on the number of victims within and the weather (humid air caused the process to take longer). 
 
                 Originally there was one gas chamber, but after the building of Treblinka and the greater “output” of death there, the Germans at Sobibor constructed new chambers (those ruins pictured at the start of this chapter) which consisted of six different rooms with a single corridor running down the middle of three rooms (chambers) on each side. The rooms were all 4x4 meters, or approximately 12x12 feet. They were absolutely crammed full of people – with the old and the new, approximately one thousand people could be gassed in about half an hour. Small children were often thrown on top of the crowd.
 
                 The bodies were then removed by Jewish work gangs, who themselves were usually taken out to an execution area near the gas chambers (this was also a place where individuals too old or sick to walk on their own were laid to later be killed) where they were shot. Their bodies fell into pits already burning with the corpses of other victims. 
 
                 Many of the victims were simply tossed into mass graves. These later were exhumed by the SS to hide evidence of their crime. Bodies were burned in huge pyres and bones were crushed by a machine. Bone fragments are still being found all over the grounds of Sobibor. What many accounts of the camps do not or will not mention is the fact that the original mass graves at Sobibor and Treblinka were much too shallow. When bodies reached close to the top, a relatively thin layer of dirt was thrown on top of them. As one of the SS personnel at Treblinka, Franz Suchomel, testified at his trial and later in his life to film-maker Claude Lanzmann that at Treblinka...
 
                 Suchomel: “...it was the hottest days of August. The ground undulates likes waves because of the gas. 
 
                 Lanzmann: “Because of the bodies.”
 
                 Suchomel: “Yes. Bear in mind the graves were maybe eighteen, twenty feet deep...all crammed with bodies! One on top of the other. A thin layer of sand and the heat. You see? It was hell up there... the smell was infernal. Yes, because the gas was constantly escaping. It stank horribly for miles around...”
 
   Accounts from those at Sobibor are similar. Sometimes the gas escaping from so many bodies would raise the limbs and heads of the top layer above the surface of the ground. They were either covered up or exhumed by Jewish forced labor and burned. 
 
    [image: ]               Among the last groups were Jews from Holland and France, who unlike the Jews of Poland and Russia, were treated with comparative “respect”...until they got to the entrance of the “Tube”...then horror set in. Joseph Richter did a drawing of them (above) on the death train at a nearby station. The caption on the back reads: “"Train from the Netherlands. They are oblivious. A Pullman-carriage, luxurious. They will be dead in one hour. Uhrusk” (station)
 
                 In the fall of 1943, the number of people coming into the camp started to decrease significantly. The number of prisoners in the camp was at about six hundred and rumors were rife that the camp was to be destroyed and any surviving prisoners/victims liquidated. 
 
                 The fear only increased when members of the Sonderkommando at Belzec arrived at Sobibor. These men were killed upon arrival at Sobibor, but among their articles of clothing (sorted and searched by prisoners) was a note about the destruction of the Belzec camp and the planned death of all who remained in it. 
 
                 Though prisoners had lately discussed taking revenge on the Germans, or planning escapes, there was no real organization on their part and the plots and plans they developed were either pipe dreams or ruined by circumstance or German vigilance. 
 
                 One of the men that took the lead in formulating plans was Leon Feldhendler, a thirty-three year old Polish Jew and the son of a rabbi. Feldhendler had been on the Jewish Council, a Nazi-ordered body designated to relay Nazi orders to Jewish inhabitants. Jewish Councils both in large cities and small towns like Feldhendlers' were both responsible to the Nazis and tried to be responsive to the needs of their people. It was an unenviable position, but in Feldhendler's case, it likely gave him the leadership experience he needed later. 
 
                 Feldhendler had been sent to Sobibor in early 1943. He was one of the “lucky” ones chosen to live while most of the others from his town and on his train were killed. Leon was assigned to work in the provisions warehouse, which likely aided his both his survival and ability to act in secret, for most of the people assigned to this type of job in every camp had access to food and other supplies not available to most – provided they were extremely cautious.  Feldhendler was also called upon to assist in the unloading and transport of new arrivals' goods at the train platform. 
 
                 In the spring, Feldhendler and a few other men formed an escape plan. Using poison accumulated from the trains (a not uncommon find, since many victim's contemplated suicide) and the camp stores, the prisoners meant to poison a number of guards, steal their weapons and try to force their way out. The stash of poison was discovered. In reprisal, five random Jews of the work squad were selected and shot. 
 
    [image: ]              As the gas chambers were killing, the staff of Sobibor partied in the house of their first commandant and later commandant of Treblinka, Franz Stangl. Stangl is behind the flowers, looking left. Stangl left Sobibor in August 1942 after three months to command the newer camp. He was succeeded by Franz Reichleitner. Both had to deal with uprisings.
 
                 On August 2 1943, there was an uprising at the Treblinka camp. For thirty minutes, some seven hundred Jewish prisoners ran amok, setting buildings on fire, exploding a fuel storage unit which added to the blaze, and some Jewish prisoners armed themselves with weapons found in the panic. A large body of prisoners attempted to rush the main gate, but most were cut down by machine gun fire. Those who made it out of the camp were hunted down by SS men on horseback, cars and motorcycles and killed. Of the some seven hundred who attempted escape, approximately only seventy lived to see the end of Nazi Germany. 
 
                 Shortly after the uprising at Treblinka, the commander of Sobibor ordered the mining of the area outside the camp. This move put yet another of the prisoners' plans to rest, setting fire to the camp and rushing the gate en' masse as had been done at Treblinka.
 
                 Most of the prisoners left at Sobibor had never been soldiers, police or even hunters. They were not skilled or even familiar with firearms or any kind of armed organization or planning. Luckily for them, a new influx of prisoners arrived in mid-September 1943. 
 
                 A transport arrived carrying some two thousand Soviet Jews and one hundred Jewish Red Army POW's.  One of them was Lieutenant Alexander Pechersky, who proved to be just the man they needed and just the one they had been looking for. 
 
                 Pechersky was born the son of a Jewish lawyer in the Ukraine in 1909, some eight years before the Bolsheviks came to power. Though being Jewish in the Soviet Union was not easy either, in pre-Revolutionary Russia anti-Semitism was almost state policy at times. When the revolution took place, much but not all overt anti-Semitism was brought to a halt. Pechersky became an electrician and graduated from college after majoring in music and literature. He then went on to be a music school manager and accountant just before the war broke out.
 
                 On the day of the invasion, Pechersky and millions of other men were immediately drafted into the army and given the most rudimentary training. Because of his education, he was given a commission, and despite his lack of experience, served with distinction in the first weeks of the war. To all who encountered him, he seemed a natural and brave leader. 
 
                 In October 1941, like millions of other Soviet soldiers, he was captured in the initial German blitz. Use of the word “fortunate” is a relative term in writing about WWII and the Holocaust. Pechersky was fortunate that the Germans did not find out he was Jewish, at least not right away. Had they found out soon after he was taken prisoner, he might have been shot on the spot.
 
                 Held in a squalid POW camp with thousands of other Soviet POW's, it should not be surprising that Pechersky soon developed typhus, usually delivered by lice or fleas, both of which were in abundance at all German camps. Left untreated, typhus is extremely deadly. Pechersky dealt with the disease and its symptoms for seven long months in captivity. 
 
                 In the spring of 1942, he and a handful of other men managed to escape for a short period of time before they were recaptured. Again, his “luck” held out as many recovered escapees were shot on the spot. That was the German penalty for many actions during the war, no matter how minor. 
 
                 However, the lieutenant did not get off Scot-free. He was sent to a penal camp for a few days, survived that, and was then sent to another POW camp, where during a cursory medical inspection, was found to be Jewish Especially in the early part of the 20th century, the only European men who were circumcised were Jewish. There are records of some kind German doctors overlooking the “evidence”, but the one examining Pechersky did not. 
 
                 Alexander was sent with other Jewish POW's to a cellar in complete darkness. He and his fellow prisoners did not know if they were simply going to be left to rot from one day to the next. They did receive 4 ounces of cracked wheat (yes, the kernels) and a cup of water – once every two days. If you want to experiment a little, put yourself in one of your closets for just the twelve or so hours of daylight, or if you're bold, all day. No water, no food, no light, no mints, gum...nothing. See how you feel. While you're in there, imagine that people on the other side of the door may want to kill you and there is nothing stopping them if they decide to. Oh, and you can bring a small bucket for your waste, but you have to leave it in the closet with you. When you're done, imagine that lasts for ten days. 
 
                 When Pechersky was let out, he was sent to a work camp operated by the SS, and housing some other Jewish POW's and Soviet military “hard cases”. Essentially, this was a death camp for Soviet soldiers. Perhaps three million of them died in German captivity during the war. 
 
                 While Leon Feldhendler was enduring the agonies of Sobibor, which included a sadistic German guard named Bolender whose dog Barry would savage prisoners to death on command, Pechersky was dealing with similar hardships and horrors. After the war, he said:
 
                 “The German Nazi camp commandant didn't let a single day pass without killing someone. If you looked at his face you could tell he was a sadist. He was thin, his upper lip shaking and his left eye bloodshot. He always had a hangover or was drunk and committed unspeakable horrors. He shot people for no reason and his favorite hobby was commanding his dog to attack random people who were ordered not to defend themselves.”
 
                 How does one command someone to not defend themselves? When they threaten a worse punishment, or threaten to torture to death ones' comrades. 
 
                 In September, along with nearly two thousand Soviet Jewish civilians and hundred Soviet Jewish prisoners of war, Pechersky was sent to Sobibor. Within an hour, nearly all of the civilians were dead. Within short order, Pechersky was informed about the true nature of this camp and what had happened there so far. Given his ever worsening experiences at the hands of the Germans, Pechersky had no trouble believing what he was told. 
 
                 When the Soviet POW's arrived at the camp, many of the men in Leon Feldhendler's resistance cell (who were by no means numerous) were gladdened. Perhaps these men with a military background would be useful and could help with an escape plan. It was with this hope that Feldhendler sent Solomon “Schlomo” Leitman to Pechersky. Leitman spoke Russian and he and Pechersky soon became allies. 
 
                 Leitman invited Pechersky to talk to the other prisoners about the war situation as they knew it, and to discuss all possibilities of escape or liberation. A great hope was that as the Red Army had been driving the Germans backward, partisan activity in the German rear increased. Some among the prisoners hoped that the partisans would liberate them. Pechersky disillusioned them. The partisans were busy enough surviving on their own, and also following orders from Stalin. They would not help. 
 
                 Shortly thereafter, the previously mentioned note from the prisoners at Belzec arrived at Sobibor. It was decided that something had to be done, but Alexander Pechersky refused to attempt anything without assurances.
 
                 Pechersky and his POW's stayed in one section of the camp and Feldhendler and the civilians in another. Pechersky wanted to be sure that the escape was well-planned and that when it took place, the men implementing it would not lose heart – especially when it came to killing. He knew his soldiers would have the nerve, but he did not know about the civilians. He was impressed with Feldhandler and trusted that the Pole would pick the right men for the job, but Pechersky wanted to be in command. As he said after the war:
 
                 I imposed one condition, that if we were to go ahead and execute the plan, killing the SS officers would be done only by men appointed by myself. I wanted them to be eliminated by teams of two, with a Soviet soldier in charge. 
 
                 The reason was that I knew the characters of my men, I was well aware that if anyone should waver at the last minute, or even one hand should tremble, the entire revolt could fail. A single scream would be enough to cause hysteria; after that, restoring calm at the camp would be impossible.
 
                 I also imposed one other condition, “I will take your opinions into account, but I will have the final say. If I say this is how it will be done, then that is the way it will be done.”
 
                 And that's the way it was done. For too long the prisoners of Sobibor, while looking up to Leon Feldhendler, needed a strong leader with a military background. They had found one. Leon Feldhendler would be the number two man, in charge of the civilians and their part of the planning. 
 
                 Originally, the plan called for the escape of just a few – it was thought that a smaller number would be more discreet with less chance of being discovered by the Germans, but as time went by, the thinking leaned towards a larger group. The odds might be greater if there were complete chaos. 
 
                 At four to four thirty in the afternoon, the plan began. The first step was to eliminate as many of the SS personnel as possible. It was thought that with the death of the SS, the Ukrainian guards would lose heart and flee. The chief target of the prisoners was the ranking non-commissioned officer in the camp, Erich Bauer – but he had left unexpectedly. The plan was almost called off because of this, but weapons, personnel and timing were too far along – and at any moment the Germans could decide to simply liquidate the whole camp.
 
                 Pretexts were used to lure various SS men to a workroom one by one. One man was told his new boots were ready, yet another that one of his comrades needed to see him, etc. Each was killed by a group of prisoners with home-made hatchets, knives and the tools used in the workshops. The blood that ran onto the floor was covered in sawdust before the next SS man arrived. The bodies were taken to a rear store room and covered by store room goods.
 
                 In Lieutenant Pechersky's area, his POW's had secretly managed to cut telephone lines going in and out of the camp. Electric lines were cut, and a group of civilian blacksmiths in Pechersky's area broke through the locked doors of the Ukrainians' weapons locker and stole six rifles which they then gave to the Soviet soldiers who could handle them. 
 
                 At quarter to five, guards called roll-call. Men who usually occupied back rows moved forcibly to the front. The rest of the prisoners, who had been kept in the dark, began to notice something happening, but they were not sure what. The plan was to kill as many of the guards as possible present at the roll-call. The Soviet POW's and some of Feldhendler's men had stashed home-made hatchets under their shirts and/or jackets.
 
                 At this point, the man who had almost caused the plan to be put off, Sergeant Bauer, returned to the civilians' section. When he pulled into the compound, he caught sight of a dead SS man behind one of the buildings. He then began to open fire on a nearby prisoner...and all of the plans began to fall apart.
 
                 In Pechersky's area, the ethnic German Ukrainian guard who was in command of the roll call arrived at about the same time that Bauer discovered the SS body elsewhere. As he got into the formation of men for the count, the prisoner's sprung upon him with their hatchets,  chopping him to pieces. 
 
                 At this point, panic broke out. Lieutenant Pechersky tells the rest of the story:
 
    
 
   At that moment the column from Camp II was advancing toward us. Several women shaken by the unexpected scene, began to scream. One prisoner was on the verge of fainting. Another began to run blindly, without any direction. It was clear that under these circumstances it would be impossible to line up the people in an orderly column.
 
   “Comrades, forward,” I called out loud. “Forward,” someone on my right picked up the slogans. “For our fatherland, forward!”
 
   The slogans reverberated like thunder in the death camp, and united Jews from Russia, Poland, Holland, France, Czechoslovakia and Germany. Six hundred pain-wracked, tormented people surged forward with a wild “hurrah” to life and freedom. 
 
   The guards on the watchtower opened intensive machine-gun fire on the escaping prisoners. The guards who were at and between the barbed-wire fences joined them. 
 
   Yanek the carpenter aimed and shot at the guards on the watchtower, the machine-gun fell silent. The locksmith Henrick used the captured sub-machine gun to silence the gunner from the second watchtower. But this machine gun continued to fire incessantly.
 
   The remaining SS –men tried with automatic fire to cut-off the way of the crowd of prisoners.... The main body of the prisoners turned toward the fences of Camp I. Some ran directly over to the minefields. According to the plan, stones and planks had to be thrown on the mines to explode them, but in the confusion nobody did it. Many found their death there, but they paved the way to freedom for the prisoners who followed them. A special group started to cut the fences close to the house where the commander of the camp lived.
 
   When I passed by this house, I saw Frenzel crouching behind another house and shooting with a sub-machine gun. I shot him twice with my pistol but missed him. I did not stop. A large group of prisoners under the command of Leitman tried to cross the barbed –wire fences close to the main gate. The guards on the watchtower aimed his fire on Leitman’s group. I was one of the last to leave the camp. 
 
   For some time we continued to hear shots from rifles and automatic weapons. This helped us orient ourselves. We knew that there, behind us, was the camp. Gradually the shooting became more distant until it died down altogether. It was already dark when shooting broke out again from the right, it sounded distant and faint. 
 
   I proposed that we continue going all through the night, and that we should go in a single file, one behind the other. I would be in the front. Behind me, Tsibulsky, Arkady(Vaispapir) would close the line. No smoking; no talking; no falling behind; no running ahead. If a man in front lies down, all would do the same. If a rocket flared up, all would lie down at once. There must be no panic no matter what happened. 
 
   We were out of the woods, for about three kilometres we walked through an open field. Then our path was blocked by a canal about five to six metres wide. The canal was deep, and it was impossible to wade through it, so we walked along the shore of the canal. Suddenly I noticed a group of people about 50 metres away. We all lay down at once, Arkady was given the task of investigating who they were. 
 
   At first he crawled on his belly, then he rose and ran up to the group. A few minutes later he returned, “Sasha, they’re ours,” he announced. “They found wooden stumps lying by the shore and are crossing over to the other side. Kalimali (Shubayev) is with them.” We all crossed over the canal on these wooden stumps.
 
   Shubayev had no news about Luka, but he had seen Shlomo (Leitman). He said Shlomo was wounded before he managed to get into the woods. He had continued to run for a distance of about three kilometres and then his strength gave out. He begged to be shot. What horrible, painful news that was! To break out of the camp and on the way to freedom to remain lying helpless.  By now our group numbered fifty-seven people, we covered another five kilometres and then heard the rumble of a passing train. Before us lay a broad open stretch of land, sparsely covered with short shrubs. 
 
   We stopped. It was getting close to dawn, time to give some thought to the question of where we should spend the day. It was clear that the Germans would be pursuing us during the day. The woods in these parts were not very thick and could be easily combed in all directions. 
 
   I talked it over with Tsibulsky and Shubayev, and it was decided that the best thing to do would be to scatter around the bushes, precisely because it was an open space, not far from the railway line. Therefore it wouldn’t occur to anyone to look for us there. But we would have to camouflage ourselves well, lie motionless, and not utter a sound. Before we took to the bushes, I sent out a few people to comb through them carefully for some distance on all sides. Throughout the day airplanes circled overhead, some quite low over the bushes where we lay. 
 
   We heard the voices of Poles who worked on the railway, our people lay glued to the ground, covered with branches, no one moved until it grew dark, that’s how the first day of our freedom passed. It was October 15, 1943.
 
   Night fell, as we rose from our places we noticed two figures approaching us. They moved cautiously, we guessed at once that they were our people. It turned out they had already been as far as the Bug and were now returning from there. “Why didn’t you cross?” we asked. 
 
   They reported that they had entered a hamlet not far from the river and were told that Germans had arrived at the shore during the night and that all crossings were heavily guarded. We walked in single file, in the same order as yesterday: Tsibulsky and I were in front; Shubayev and Arkady were the last in line. After walking for about 5 kilometres we entered the woods and stopped.
 
   It made no sense to continue together in so large a group, we would be too conspicuous; also it would be impossible to provide food for so many people. Therefore we divided ourselves into small groups, each going its own way. My group consisted of nine people, including Shubayev, Boris Tsibulsky, Arkady Vaispapir, Michael Itzkowitch, Semion Mazurkiewitch. We headed east, with the polar stars as our compass. The nights were starry.
 
   Our first aim was to cross the Bug. To do that we had to find the proper place and the proper time. In quiet, deserted hamlets we obtained food and received vital information and directions. We were warned which places to avoid and where it would be advisable to stay over because there had been a breakout from the Sobibor camp, where people were being burned, and the Germans were combing the entire area in search of the escapees.
 
   We started out for the Stawki hamlets, about 1.5 kilometres from the Bug. Subayev who had been sent on a reconnaissance with two of his comrades, knocked at one of the little houses to ask if they could come in. A young man answered positively in perfect Russian.
 
   Aside from him, there was a woman, a baby in a cradle and an old man, Subayev asked if they knew where in the area might be a good place to cross the river, because they were POW’s who had escaped and wanted to return home, to Donbas and Rostov. 
 
   After staying silent for a long while, the young man replied he did know of such a place. After Subayev had come back for us and the woman had given us some bread to take along, the young farmer led us to a place not far from the river and left us there. That was on the night of 19 October. Two days later we met the first partisans near Brest; they were from the Worosjilow group. 
 
                 For the rest of the war, Pechersky fought heroically with the partisans, but his life after the war was not easy. In the late 1940's Soviet dictator Stalin became even more paranoid than he had been – which is difficult to believe for no leader in history may have been more paranoid than Stalin. This paranoia coupled with the anti-Semitism Stalin had grown up with. Jewish doctors in the Kremlin inner circle were accused of attempting to poison him, and Jews throughout the country experienced a wave of anti-Semitism. Pechersky was one of them. The official excuse was that Jews lacked loyalty to the Soviet Union and more to the new state of Israel and their religion. He was not allowed to testify at post-war war crimes trials in Europe and then he was jailed for five years. Even with the perestroika and glasnost of the late 1980's, Pechersky was not allowed to testify against war criminals being finally brought to justice. The last Soviet denial essentially killed him – he aged rapidly and died in 1990. 
 
                 Of the some seven-hundred that broke through the wire that day, only perhaps sixty lived to see the end of the war. Many of the dead were killed in the minefields outside the camp – those that survived the mines were the ones that came after the dead. 
 
                 The Germans captured many of the escapees the same day or soon after. They were shot within hours if not minutes. 
 
                 What of Leon Feldhendler? He successfully evaded German pursuit and hid undercover in the Polish city of Lublin with two other survivors, aided by the Polish underground. In July the city was taken from the Germans, and Feldhendler and his companions came out of hiding. In April, before the war ended, and under circumstances that are still unclear, Feldhendler was shot through the door of his apartment. Civil violence after the war was commonplace especially in Poland against Jews and other minorities, Ukrainians for example. For an outstanding work on this neglected topic, please see “Savage Continent” by Keith Lowe (2012). 
 
                 It's hard to find a more tragic story. 
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Conclusion
 
                 Thank you once again for purchasing and reading this volume. You have just read two accounts of outstanding bravery and tragedy, and we hope that you are inspired by them to teach what you know to those who do not, and to remember them, not only for their sake, but for your own, for when things get hard you would do well to remember not only the victims of the Holocaust, but the immense bravery and nerve of those who both tried to escape and those who did. 
 
                 Please look for my other volumes on the Holocaust & World War 2, and look for more to be published soon. Thank you.
 
   
  
 

LIMITED TIME BONUS MATERIAL: Next Stop Success Free Package
 
   As a thank you for the purchase of this book, I want to offer you some more free material. I run a blog site calledwww.nextstopsuccess.net, and it’s about mastering the 3 support pillars of life: finances, relationships, and health/fitness. All you need to do is sign up your email here @ http://nextstopsuccess.net/free-promos/and you will get instant access.
 
   The free package includes a little something in which of the 3 categories. It was created to help support you in achieving a better lifestyle. It will give you the motivation to get one step closer to the life you have always dreamed of!
 
   As a subscriber, not only will you receive this life changing package, but you will also receive exclusive, membership-only articles, videos, and resources.
 
   Here’s what you will be getting:
 
    
    	                     A fitness book that I created, “BOSU Workout Routine Made Easy!” (An Amazon Best Seller!)
 
    	                     A finance article about making passive income: “30 Easy Ways of Making Passive Income”
 
    	                     My personal quotes book filled with inspirational quotes, poems & messages from famous people
 
   
 
   To get instant access to my NextStopSuccess package, all you need to do is click the link below
 
   http://nextstopsuccess.net/free-promos/
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