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DISCLAIMER





All the stories in this book have at some point been expressed in the public domain. Every effort has been made to ensure that all information is correct. The publisher apologizes for any errors or omissions and would be grateful if notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future reprints or editions of this book.






INTRODUCTION





On 13 December 1943, a 24-year-old Italian chemist, Primo Levi, was captured by the militia while fighting for the resistance against Benito Mussolini's Fascist government. Mussolini had taken power in 1922, imposing a dictatorship. And in 1938, he had joined forces with the Chancellor of Germany – Adolf Hitler.


  For all its brutality, Mussolini's Fascist state had not instituted any racial laws against its Jewish population. That changed in 1938 – a Manifesto of Race was circulated, stripping the Italian Jews of their citizenship, and dismissing them from all jobs. All relationships between Jews and other Italians were banned, and Jewish properties were confiscated. Primo Levi was Jewish.


  He was initially interred at an Italian concentration camp in Fossoli, but, based on his surroundings and the attitude of those around him, there wasn't any indication of the horrors that were to come. "Our conditions in the camp were quite good. There was no talk of executions and the atmosphere was quite calm," he would later write in If This Is a Man. But Fossoli was just a holding station. On 21 February 1944, Levi and other Jewish prisoners of-war were placed in 12 cramped cattle trucks and taken to their final destination, a concentration camp, 50 kilometres (31 miles) southwest of Kraków. Its name was Auschwitz.

  What we know now, but what Levi, as the cattle truck passed through a gate with a sign reading "Arbeit macht frei" ("Work sets you free") above it, could not know, was that Auschwitz was a place where humanity plumbed the greatest depths of its capacity for cruelty and horror. 


  For the next 11 months, in conditions that resist description, he would suffer deprivations on an almost inhuman scale, including the murder of hundreds of those around him, who were herded into gas chambers and killed, their bodies then tipped into mass graves. Of the 650 Italian Jews who arrived in those cattle trucks, Levi was one of only 20 who left the camps alive.

  When we talk about Auschwitz, it is easy to have our emotions paralyzed by the sheer numbers. It is estimated that 1.1 million men, women and children died in the camp, a million of them Jews. Huge numbers died in the gas chambers – the four large chambers were able to put to death about two thousand people at a time – while many others starved to death or were tortured in experiments.


  When we look at numbers this vast and horrifying, we can forget that each of the dead was a unique human being with their own unique way of living, their own unique dreams and ambitions, successes and failures. They were all sons and daughters, mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters. Friends and lovers. One of the crimes of Auschwitz was to dehumanize the human.


  And in this dehumanizing, we can also forget another human quality which resists every horror and which has always been the greatest weapon against those who live by cruelty and hate. That quality is hope.


  We also know now – as Levi could not have, as he and his fellow inmates shared tiny morsels of stale and rancid bread that kept them barely alive – that the Nazis and the Fascists were at this point heading towards defeat, and that their leaders and accomplices were already on their way to justice.


  The prisoners were calling on the power of hope. In this book you will read tales of extraordinary bravery and courage, of optimism and endurance, in a place where a small morsel of hope was as vital as those small morsels of bread. You will see men, women and children decide that life is supposed to triumph over death, safe in the knowledge that humans are worth more than what their captors could know, and that every small triumph against despair was another little pebble that would eventually build a wall of resistance far bigger than the barbed wire that surrounded them.


  You will also see the ways in which one person's courage can inspire other acts of courage, and that for many who were on the verge of admitting defeat, a simple smile, a helping hand or a shared piece of food gave the strength to carry on. Small gestures of kindness in all of life are golden, but in Auschwitz they were the most valuable commodity of all.


  Primo Levi always saw himself as one of the lucky ones – had he been captured earlier, when the camp was at its most ruthless, he would have gone to the chamber. Had he been older or younger, he would have gone too. And there was also, as Levi admitted, an element of luck. He would spend the rest of his life suffering from survivor's guilt.


  But he would also spend the rest of his life bearing witness. His books about Auschwitz – If This Is a Man, The Truce, The Periodic Table and The Drowned and the Saved – are themselves testaments of hope. By telling the stories of those who died and those who lived – the drowned and the saved – Levi told the story of unquenchable humanity, of triumph in the face of adversity, of hope against despair.


  And these are stories we must continue to tell, to remind ourselves not only of the evil in humans, but of the good, and to remind ourselves that good can triumph, but only if it is treasured, nurtured and made real. Hope is the engine of this. As Levi wrote in If This Is A Man, we all "possess one power, and we must defend it with all our strength for it is the last – the power to refuse our consent." This is the duty of all of us. He also warned of the human tendency to forget even events as horrifying as the death camps and cautioned those who are quick to neglect the past: "Those who deny Auschwitz would be ready to remake it."







THE HOPE OF HOLDING HER CHILD





Fanny Aizenberg was working when the war came. She was part of a team of designers creating clothes for the Belgian royal family. Born in 1916 in Łódź, in what is now Poland, she emigrated with her family to Belgium when she was ten. One of three children in an Orthodox family, she had earned a degree in art and design before World War Two.


  Her husband, a fellow Polish émigré, Jacques "Jack" Aizenberg, was a violinist for silent films and a tailor. The couple had a daughter, Josiane, who was born in 1939. Life seemed good for the Aizenbergs.


  Then, in 1940, Nazi Germany invaded Belgium. Jack and his brother fled to England – this was seen as the sensible thing to do, as it was feared that the Nazis would arrest all young men. Jack would join the Polish contingent of the British Army and work in a factory making uniforms in London.


  This left the women and children to fend for themselves – and what Fanny and Josiane would face was worse than anything they could have imagined. The Nazis immediately instituted anti-Semitic laws. Jews like Fanny were forbidden to work. Children were thrown out of school. The medical centre where Fanny took Josiane was declared off-limits to anyone of a Jewish background. And all Jews in occupied Belgium had to purchase and wear a yellow star with the letter J on it, identifying them as Jews.


  Then, in August 1942, the Nazis began arresting Jews and transporting them to Auschwitz. 


  Among those taken in the first wave of arrests was Fanny's father, Benjamin Orenbuch, who was employed by the Orthodox community of Brussels that coordinated Jewish activities, such as services and burials. At the time, the world had no idea what was happening at Auschwitz – it may have been a simple internment camp. It was not until after the war that the family heard that Benjamin was dead.


  Fanny and her mother, Rivka, spent the next year and a half hiding – Fanny had made the heart-breaking decision to send tiny Josiane away for her safety to a convent in Bruges. She had now lost her father, husband and her daughter. She did what she could to help the Belgian resistance. But in early 1944, Fanny and Rivka were arrested and taken to a Belgian transit camp, where they were both beaten by the Gestapo. And in May 1944, they too were taken to Auschwitz.


  Fanny would later describe her first moments there – arriving in the filth and deprivation of a hell on earth. She and Rivka underwent "selection" – the process of deciding who was fit enough to work and who wasn't. Fanny passed and was selected for forced labour in a grenade factory. Rivka failed and was sent to the gas chamber. Fanny saw her mother being dragged away.


  Where can one find hope in such a situation? For Fanny, it was in friendship. She had five friends in the camp who were in the same situation – they had seen their families destroyed for the "crime" of being Jewish. They had lost children, they had lost parents. They had also all suffered one of the greatest horrors of Auschwitz – invasive medical experiments, on top of the regular beatings.


  For Fanny, sharing these horrors with the other women helped her to endure them. As did the hope of seeing her daughter again. Day after day she and the other women would work until they dropped – literally – but when they could, they spoke of times after the camp, when they would live again.


  Then, in January 1945, the SS (Schutzstaffel) evacuated the Jews from Auschwitz. But this did not mark the end of the misery. As the Nazi armies crumbled, survivors still in the camps, including Fanny, were forced to march long distances into Germany. The Nazis didn't want them telling of the horrors of the camps when the Allied forces arrived, and they still needed labour for their armaments factories. The SS guards had strict orders to kill those on the "death march" who could no longer walk or travel.


  Fanny walked for four months. But in April 1945, as they approached the heart of the Reich, the march was captured by the Soviet army and everyone was held prisoner. The Soviets sorted out the camp survivors from the SS men, and took the prisoners to a makeshift hospital where they were fed and cared for. Soon after, the Red Cross repatriated Fanny to Belgium.


  And there she was to have the moment that she had dreamed about, and which had driven her hope – she was reunited with her daughter, Josiane, who had survived in hiding. Her husband, Jack, returned a year later in 1946. He had been badly injured when a bomb had hit his London home.


  In 1949, Fanny, Jack and Josiane moved to the United States, and lived in New Jersey. Josiane married Freddie Traum, who had been evacuated from Austria as a nine-year-old. His entire family had been murdered by the Nazis. The couple had three children.


  And Fanny? Despite the best efforts of the Nazis, she lived to 102, spending the last years of her life surrounded by grandchildren and great-grandchildren. When she died in 2018, she had lived another 73 years after leaving Auschwitz – and she and her beloved Josiane had seen the Nazi oppressors defeated and those who tried to destroy them consigned to the trash can of history.







ONE THOUSAND DEGREES CELSIUS





He was only 17, but he told them he was 20 so that they would select him for forced labour – rather than risk being sent to his death for being younger and slighter. When John Chillag arrived at Auschwitz in June 1944, he, his father and his uncle were, like all new arrivals, subjected to the selection process. His father and uncle were bound to be judged useful to the Nazis, but the gangly 17-year-old was unsure. He passed, however, and was set to work. The three men were shaved and given prisoner uniforms. 


  Each of them was also assigned a number which was to replace their name – and was tattooed on their wrist. This chilling example of the Nazi dehumanization of the camp prisoners was unique to Auschwitz – a permanent reminder for those who survived that they had once been regarded as less than animals.


  According to the Nazis, John was no longer John. He was 84007. 


  John, his father and uncle were assigned to work in the camp armaments factory, a form of slave labour during which the workers were mistreated in ways that are barely describable. Denied food and water, and forced to work for hour after hour until they were physically unable to continue, many of them simply wasted away, replaced by other prisoners from a seemingly unlimited supply.


  All the time they had no idea what had become of the rest of their family. It was not until after the war that John was to discover that 58 members of his family had been gassed on arrival at Auschwitz. Included in this number was his mother.


  For John, the only hope was to work with his body, and escape through daydreams in his mind. No matter how much he lost physically, he could always gain mentally. He could not have dreamed it then, but he would eventually go on to work on intellectual disability issues and teach languages at Leeds Metropolitan University in the UK. The young man literally slaving away at Auschwitz was to keep his mind free well after the Nazis were gone.


  After a time at Auschwitz, John and his father were transferred to an armament factory in Bochum in Westphalia to work as forced labourers producing naval cannons. John operated a steel forging press, dealing with metals at 1,000°C (1,832°F). There was no ventilation and no protective clothing. Injury meant death. All the while his mind went back to Auschwitz and the suffering of those still there.


  His father died on that factory floor. And the gangly 17-year-old continued to get smaller. As the Nazi regime collapsed, he was taken to another concentration camp, at Buchenwald. On 11 April 1945, John Chillag was one of 21,000 inmates liberated by US forces. 


  He weighed just 25 kilograms (just under 4 stone). It was not thought he would survive.


  But survive he did. And his existence became an act of resistance against what the Nazis had tried to do. He returned to his native Hungary and discovered that his entire family had been killed. When the Soviets took over the country, he left, eventually making his way to Vienna. 


  There he secured passage to Australia, arriving in 1950. He made a life there, met his wife Audrey and had three children. They emigrated to the UK in 1962, and he found a job as a specialist in German and Italian languages at the British Library in Boston Spa in Yorkshire, before working at Leeds Metropolitan University teaching German and Italian.


  The man who had once pretended to be 20 lived to be 81. As well as his work with people with intellectual disabilities, he also spent the last few years of his life speaking to an estimated 20,000 schoolchildren and adult groups throughout the UK and Germany about his Holocaust experiences, and teaching them that no matter what they try to do to your body, hope will always keep your mind free.
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