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            I dedicate this account of my experiences before, during and after the Holocaust to my children Raphael and Maya and my grandchildren Ben, Simon, Joanna and Abraham-Peter

            A memorial to my mother and father and the millions who were silenced and whose stories will never be told; and a tribute to my sister Renate and my faithful companions of the camp orchestra who shared these traumatic years with mevi
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            ‘And so the survivor told himself that not to remember was equivalent to becoming the enemy’s accomplice: whosoever contributes to oblivion finishes the killer’s work. Hence the vital necessity to bear witness lest one find oneself in the enemy’s camp.’

             

            From ‘A Plea for the Survivors’ in Elie Wiesel’s A Jew Todayviii
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            Foreword to the New Edition

         

         I first met Anita Lasker-Wallfisch in the early 1990s, having been introduced to her by my mother. They were two ladies from the circle of European émigrés who ended up in Britain, following the horrors of the Nazi era. I knew little of her – it was the pre-internet age – but she left a deep impression. Maybe it was the voice: forthright, with no hint of self-pity or victimhood. She’d been at Auschwitz and Bergen–Belsen, I was told.

         She hadn’t yet written this book, which was first published in 1996. Anita’s written voice is equally distinct: direct and strong and offering a more complete account, accompanied by the power of brutal detail and contemporaneity. She supplies a chronology of places and people, of family and friends, of perpetrators and criminals. We learn of the lawyer father and musical mother, the destruction of a family, the concocted legal processes that caused her to be incarcerated and then transported to Auschwitz, where she played the cello in the orchestra led by the remarkable Alma Rosé, then Bergen–Belsen, then liberation and more legal processes.

         The account is as intense and intimate as any I have read, original and affecting, an interspersing of later recollection with contemporaneous material – letters, documents, a xiitranscript, images – that was recorded as events unfolded. The contemporaneity adds edge to the force of the journey taken by Anita, a reminder and a warning of what we are capable of.

         The account ends with Anita’s arrival in Britain. Reading the narrative, thirty years after it was first published, catalysed me into further excavation, looking for the reactions of others.

         
            *

         

         Liberation came on 15th April 1945, announced by a handful of British soldiers at the gates of Bergen–Belsen. ‘When I heard the first announcement through a loudhailer and saw the first British tank, I flatly refused to believe my eyes,’ Anita recalls. Her sister Renate brought her outside to sit with the corpses. It was midday, a time of confusion and excitement as they observed their liberators in silence. ‘We were deeply suspicious,’ Renate writes.

         Anita could not ‘believe that we were not dreaming, that we really were alive, and that we had a future’. There was also hope of finding her family. One day after liberation, a BBC van arrived, and Anita sent a message to the world. ‘This is Anita Lasker, a German Jew,’ were her opening words, as she proceeded to describe her experiences in two places of mass murder that she feared people would simply not believe existed. ‘There was a doctor and a commandant standing at the ramp when the transports arrived, and they were sorted before our eyes … Right, left, right, left. Right is to life, left is to the chimney.’ She spoke of the sounds. ‘I xiiimyself was in the orchestra,’ she says, and ‘music was played for the most terrible things’.

         She mentions the names of the guards and the commandant, Josef Kramer, who would follow her to Bergen–Belsen. ‘Here was typhus. Here was dirt, lice. No hygiene, no ambulance, no medicines.’ She speaks of a liberation they had long hoped for. ‘We see the English driving through the camp, people who mean us no harm, people who want to help us. We can’t understand it … But we are looking forward now, we are full of hope, full of new courage.’ The message reached her sister Marianne, who lived in England.

         Anita’s account will alert the world to the truth of what has passed. Reading it seven decades after the events she described prompted me to find an interview with the young army major who led twenty-five British soldiers into the camp, a place of barbed wire and corpses, explaining how he had no warning about, or knowledge of, the existence of concentration camps.

         ‘It was a beautiful April day, the first day of spring, and inside the gates there was this mob of people, some of them completely naked and skeletons, and there were people lying around dying or dead, and I had absolutely no idea what to do.’

         This was Brian Urquhart. The experience caused him to devote his life to public service, and he became a key figure in the establishment of the United Nations.

         
            *

         

         Three months on, Anita was still at the camp, living in improved conditions, when Yehudi Menuhin arrived to give xiva concert. It was Friday, 27th July 1945, and the famous violinist was accompanied by a pianist. ‘We wanted to play there,’ he would later explain, but ‘underestimated … the extent to which these survivors were waiting to hear music!’

         Anita was there that day. ‘[W]ho would ever have believed that Belsen Camp would hear Yehudi Menuhin playing?’ she wrote in a letter to her cousin. It was ‘a wonderful evening’ of Bach, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Debussy and ‘several smaller, unfamiliar items’.

         Anita’s eye for detail is unsparing. Menuhin’s attire: ‘bordering on the slovenly, which matched the surroundings perfectly’. His performance: playing ‘faultlessly’ but holding back, without ‘the soul’ that cellist Pablo Casals might have displayed. Perhaps he was not inspired by the atmosphere, she mused, then added another thought: ‘As for his accompanist, I can only say that I cannot imagine anything done more beautifully. He was completely unobtrusive and yet I found myself transfixed by him sitting there as if he wouldn’t say boo to a goose – but playing to perfection.’

         Anita was fascinated by ‘the guy who played the piano’, she recalled, seven decades later. ‘I wrote to my cousin, I couldn’t take my eyes off that guy … and that was Benjamin Britten.’ (The Belsen experience, of which he rarely spoke, would have a profound impact on Britten, causing him, upon his return to Britain, to compose new works – The Holy Sonnets of John Donne and The Rape of Lucretia – that were influenced by it. Menuhin, too, was deeply affected. ‘After Belsen, Yehudi was never the same again,’ his sister, Yaltah Menuhin, would say.)

         xvTwo decades after the Belsen concert, Anita performed with ‘the guy who played the piano’. She did so as a cellist in the English Chamber Orchestra (founded, by her and others, in 1948 as the Goldsbrough Orchestra), performing at the Aldeburgh Festival, with Britten as piano soloist and conductor. ‘Britten was very much a man apart, you didn’t chat to him really,’ she would say. ‘You accepted Britten as Britten, and that was that!’

         In 1969, just before the festival’s opening night, Anita gave Britten the letter she had sent to her cousin from Belsen. ‘I said to Ben, “If you’d like to read a letter about your piano playing, by somebody who didn’t know at all who was who …”, very unbiased criticism. He was fascinated with the letter. He said, “Can I borrow it?” I said, “Of course you can borrow it.”’

         A few days later, the Snape Maltings Concert Hall was destroyed by a fire. The next morning, the musicians gathered in Thorpeness, a nearby village, to rehearse, for the show must go on. ‘He came in and the first thing he said was, “Anita, I’ve got your letter.”’ She was astounded: his piano was lost, the Maltings was lost, and still he wished to talk of the letter! ‘He was a completely different person; he was probably much more himself as he would like to be.’

         
            *

         

         Six months after liberation, Anita was still at Belsen, working as an interpreter and hoping to be allowed to move to Britain. In September 1945, she wrote to her sister Marianne about the trial of those who had worked at xviAuschwitz, held at Lüneburg, which she attended as a witness. Decades later, the experience still hurt. ‘The trial struck me as a huge farce,’ she wrote, having come face to face with ‘British justice’ and the idea that ‘you are innocent unless proven guilty’. It’s a ‘commendable principle’, she accepts, but difficult to apply to crimes on such a scale, in a trial – an ‘overblown theatre’ – that addressed events that were ‘incomprehensible to the rest of the world’.

         Anita faced the perpetrators, identified them, described their actions and answered questions as truthfully as possible. She struggled with dates and times, with the fact that ‘these criminals actually had a counsel for their defence’, with the notion that the Kapos (prisoners who supervised inmates) ‘should be tried alongside the people whose system had turned them into the animals they had become’. The transcript of her questioning by Colonel Thomas Backhouse, the lead prosecutor, merits a close read. (See page 217.)

         A profound scepticism impregnates her recollections. Sure, the trial allowed ‘barristers to display their ability’, but for those who’d been on the receiving end of a ‘murder machine’, the experience was ‘sick-making’ and left ‘a bitter after-taste … Is it possible to apply law in the conventional sense to crimes so far removed from the law as the massacre of millions of people, which were perpetrated in the cause of “purifying the human race”?’

         How the law deals with horror on such a scale is a decent question, one I often ask myself, and it turned out that Anita was right to be sceptical (about some of the participants, at least). A decade after commandant Kramer was convicted and xviihanged (in part thanks to her testimony), prosecutor Backhouse stood for parliament and attended hustings, in the course of which he described Kramer as ‘an awfully nice chap’. Backhouse would later admit that he should have chosen his words more carefully, but would go no further than that. ‘I shall maintain that he was a decent type of fellow,’ he told the Lancashire Post. ‘It never occurred to him that he was doing wrong in obeying his orders’, no ‘individual act of cruelty’ was proven, and his children worshipped him. He was merely ‘typical of the men who were turned into Huns by the Nazi system’.

         
            *

         

         To be allowed into Britain, Anita and her sister were required to prove they were under the age of twenty-one and had no relatives. The age requirement was a problem, so they arranged for someone at the registry office in Belsen to reduce their ages on the paperwork: in exchange for fifty cigarettes, their dates of birth were amended, making each sister two years younger. The alteration allowed them to come to Britain. ‘I should have been able to claim my Free Bus Pass two years earlier, and other OAP advantages,’ Anita writes. ‘But I have gained more than I have lost.’

         Eighty years after her arrival, I spend an afternoon with Anita in her living room in Kensal Rise, north London. This was the home she once shared with her late husband, Peter Wallfisch, a professor of piano at the Royal College of Music. ‘A good house for musicians,’ she explains, with a music room far enough away to allow them to play without disturbing others.

         xviiiI tell her about Brian Urquhart, who liberated Belsen. ‘Would you like to hear his voice?’ I ask.

         ‘Yes.’

         On her iPad we listen to Urquhart describing his experience. She is attentive, concentrated. Urquhart talks about the arrest of Kramer, the commandant. ‘We found an enormous meat locker. The electricity had been off for some days. We put him in there.’

         ‘I remember that,’ Anita interjects, with a throaty chuckle. How extraordinary that so distant a moment remains so vivid, in the aftermath of so terrible a time. How extraordinary to be in the presence of someone who lived through it.

         She recalls the interview she gave to the BBC, the day after liberation. The transcript ought to be in the book, I say.

         ‘Let me read it,’ she directs.

         I hand over a single sheet of paper.

         ‘So childish. I would never say this now.’

         ‘So raw, so truthful,’ I respond, ‘which is why it should be in the book.’ (See Appendix 5 on page 229; transcript added for the new edition.)

         ‘If you think so,’ she says, then tells me of the recent visit by King Charles III, long-time patron of the English Chamber Orchestra, who wished to honour her on reaching a hundred years of age. ‘He sat in the chair you are sitting in,’ she says. She shows me a photograph.

         The voice is undimmed, so is the spirit.

         I mention the letter she sent to her sister on 16th July 1945, the day before she turned twenty. ‘My age will never again start with a “1” (unless I live to 100),’ she wrote.

         xix‘And now, once again, your age starts with a “1”,’ I say.

         ‘Yes,’ she says, reminding me of the fifty cigarettes that shaved a couple of years off her age and allowed her to come to Britain. ‘Can you imagine what would happen today?’ she asks with a smile, then lights another cigarette. ‘What would they do now?’

         The question needs no answer. She has other questions and anxieties – on the state of the world, xenophobia, the loss of memory, the rise of anti-semitism.

         ‘I ask myself what was the point of it all, my efforts to tell people what happened?’

         ‘That’s why this book is important,’ I say. ‘It’s a long game. The truth matters.’

         She looks at me, takes a lengthy drag on the cigarette, offers a sceptical glance and raises her hands to the air.

         
             

         

         Philippe Sands

         January 2026
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            Preface

         

         There are many features of this memoir which give pause for thought. From the ‘old tattered bundle of letters’ which Anita Lasker-Wallfisch reopened towards what she calls ‘the end of my labours’, a veritable treasure trove emerged. In it can be seen, on the eve of war, the painful process of failing to obtain the necessary documents, guarantees, etc, to leave Germany. There is a cruel sense of time running out, and of British Jewish bureaucracy fumbling, with lack of funds a constant nagging feature.

         Contemporary letters have a tremendous power to recapture the atmosphere of that time, including, even in dark days, the survival of humour. There is also, once war comes in September 1939, the continued survival of hope. Perhaps the enforced move from home will be temporary. Perhaps emigration will still be possible. As late as April 1940 there are hopes that departure from Germany might still be an option, possibly to Italy. On every page the reader, knowing the actual outcome of German Jewry’s fate, is gripped by the spell of hindsight.

         When Anita’s sister Marianne despatches two pounds of coffee from her new home in Britain, it offers all the delights of the ‘miracle drink’ and the hope of more coffee to come. Hope, like coffee, helped sustain morale. Anita writes: ‘Hope xxiiwas an elixir that kept us going’. But like the coffee, and the travel plans, it was in short supply. In January 1941 a letter from Anita’s mother reached her daughter in London. ‘Well, perhaps in spite of everything’, the mother writes, ‘we will all five of us sit down at a cosy round table one day!’

         The denouement was long drawn out and cruel. The terrible fate of Germany’s Jews was in such violent contrast to their culture and qualities. This book is a testimony to the maintenance of those qualities to the very end. In July 1941 Anita was sixteen years old. There were still elements of normality in Breslau nearly two years after the outbreak of war: her birthday presents included a history of art and an historical atlas, soap and a pair of socks. ‘In the afternoon we played quartets.’

         In April 1942 Anita’s parents were deported. Her grandmother was deported soon afterwards. The destination was unknown; they were never heard of again. With those deportations, all hopes were destroyed. Anita’s own path (beginning with a failed attempt, together with her sister Renate, to escape by train to German-occupied Paris) went through Auschwitz to Belsen. In Auschwitz she was in the camp orchestra: to this, she owed her life. ‘I may no longer have had a name, but I was identifiable. I could be referred to. I was “the cellist”. I had not melted away into the grey mass of nameless, indistinguishable people.’

         The moment of liberation for Anita and her sister was at Belsen. ‘When the first tank finally rolled into the camp,’ Anita writes, ‘we looked at our liberators in silence. We were deeply suspicious. We simply could not believe that xxiiiwe had not been blown up before the Allies could get to us.’ Like so much in this book, the story of liberation brings a chill to the spine and the realization of the miracle of survival. Anita Lasker-Wallfisch has given an account which, in its personal immediacy, conveys many elements of the almost unconveyable.

         
             

         

         Martin Gilbert

         Merton College

          Oxford 

         1st March 1996xxiv
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                        	Our maid
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                        	Our harmony teacher



	Rev Fisher
            
                        
                        	The Fisher family offered Renate a home in England



	Vally and Siegfried Goldschmidt
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	Jandel, Mariandel
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                        	Friends in whose house we spent our last day in Breslau before trying to escape
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	Edward Lasker, uncle Edward
            
                        
                        	My father’s brother, and a Grand Chessmaster. He was born in 1885 and died in New York in 1983. He had emigrated to America in 1913



	Konrad Latte
            
                        
                        	A friend who supplied me with cyanide, and the brother of my best friend Gabi, who died of diphtheria aged thirteen



	Mu, Mutti
            
                        
                        	My mother



	Fraulein Neubert, Püppchen
            
                        
                        	An employee at the prison in Breslau who supplied us with toy-soldiers to paint



	Odette
            
                        
                        	Our French governess



	Re
            
                        
                        	Renate, my elder sister



	Leo Rostal
            
                        
                        	My cello teacher in Berlin



	Helli and Jack Schrier
            
                        
                        	My cousin and her husband, who lived in England



	Giuseppe Selmi
            
                        
                        	First cellist of Radio Rome and prisoner-of-war in a camp near Belsen



	Tante Käte and Onkel Ernst Schreiber
            
                        
                        	My aunt and uncle, into whose flat we moved



	Tita, Titel
            
                        
                        	Anita



	Vati, Va
            
                        
                        	My father



	Mrs Wolf and Miss Wanklyn
            
                        
                        	Ladies in England who tried to help us
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            Foreword

         

         When I originally wrote the story of my childhood and my ‘odyssey’, which spanned the years 1933 to 1946 and included the war, prison in Breslau, Auschwitz, Belsen and the destruction of my family, I did it for my children and grand­children. I had realized as late as 1985 that we had never really talked about those times.

         I have often heard that we survivors of the Holocaust ‘don’t want to talk about it’. I must refute this. The truth is that we are seldom if ever asked about it; and there is also of course the undeniable problem that what we have to tell defies the imagination.

         My main aim when I started building a new life for myself after the war, was to catch up on the lost years and provide ‘normality’ for my children. I believe that most other survivors felt the same way. It took me many years to understand that normality is not something you can create out of nothing. How can there be normality when you hesitate to answer your children’s questions about where their grandma and grandpa are for fear of traumatizing them beyond redemp­tion – because the answer would be that they are lying in a mass grave somewhere in Poland? Providing normality for my children meant that among other things they should not feel different or isolated. xxxiv

         Now, fifty years later, I know that this was all a pipedream. There is no place in normal life for stories which are so out­rageously horrendous that they seem like fairy tales at best, and gross exaggerations at worst.

         I had many illusions when I was liberated. I thought that our suffering was an atonement for all time, and that the gen­erations to come would be free from prejudice for ever. Alas, I was wrong. There are many people today, not all of them stupid or uneducated, who maintain that the Holocaust is a serious distortion of the facts, or even a complete lie.

         Some forty years after the events took place I began scrib­bling down notes about them whenever I had the time to spare. I did much of it in airports or on aeroplanes, making use of dead time; and I eventually compiled a ‘book’ for my children so that they could ‘inherit the truth’ and keep alive the memory of those terrible days. That ‘book’ has formed the basis for this published volume.

         The book contained many photographs and letters that came into my possession seven years after the war ended. They had belonged to my eldest sister Marianne, the only member of my family to escape from Germany. Maybe it was providence, but near the end of my labours, I had occasion to open my ‘grey box’ (you will hear more about it later), and there I found, not what I was looking for, but an old tattered bundle of letters tied up with string. I had forgotten they were in my possession. They were in fact all the letters our family had written to Marianne, who had gone to England shortly before the outbreak of war. They are from my mother and father, my sister Renate and myself, and date back to xxxv1939, 1940, 1941 and 1942. There they stop. Renate’s and my letters start again in 1945. With some difficulty I have trans­lated them all. A major quandary has been that in translation a great deal tends to get lost, especially the humour – yes, believe it or not, there was quite a lot of humour there.

         Ironically and very sadly, Marianne died in childbirth in 1952, and the letters and photographs were passed on to me by her husband.

         I shall use excerpts from these letters to substantiate my account. After war broke out, our letters were sent to Marianne via Switzerland and America, and occasionally via Holland. Some of them were undated; and we used a sort of cover language in them to disguise their real origin. We also had to filter out many things that were too danger­ous to talk about. xxxvi

      

   


   
      
         
xxxvii
            Introduction

         

         I have never, as it happens, had an overwhelming desire to talk about my experiences. The reasons for this are complex and varied, but I have certainly not had any desire to forget. However, there seems to be a taboo on the subject of the Holocaust.

         When we first came to England, Renate and I badly wanted to talk, but no one asked us any questions. I know very well that, on the whole, people want to protect them­selves from too much knowledge. Under the pretext of not wanting to bring back memories – in case they should be upsetting – they allow silence to prevail. There is actually no way that such memories can be brought back. Apart from certain details, there is nothing to bring back, since your experiences have never left you in the first place. When you have seen and gone through what we have, those experiences become an integral part of you, and they inevitably colour your whole make-up.

         We were aware that we were a bit of a disappointment in some ways. We had ceased to look like ex-Belsen internees and we definitely did not need any medical attention. It had taken us eleven months to get permission to come to England. (We were liberated on 15th April 1945; we finally left Belsen on 27th December; we got stuck in Brussels; and we xxxviiiultimately reached England on 18th March 1946.) It is not surprising that we looked like reasonably normal people by then. Very probably it would have been easier to ply us with food than listen to our stories. I don’t mean to criticize, but I would just like to tell it as it was. Soon the magic moment passed. We no longer felt like talking and settled for a kind of isolation which in time became second nature.

         There have of course been occasions when people have had the courage to ask questions. I have always answered them willingly, usually by relating some amusing episode or telling them about one of those strange coincidences with which my life seems to have been so richly endowed.

         Much has been written about concentration camps and the atrocities committed by the Germans. There is little that I can add. I don’t know how to describe hunger, not the type everybody is familiar with when a meal has been skipped but hunger that causes actual pain; or what it is like to be cold without any prospect of ever becoming warm again; or the sensation of real fear and total misery.

         One of the reasons for my reticence is the acute humiliation I feel when, trying to put into words some of the unspeakable things that have happened, I encounter boredom or disbelief. I feel humiliated on behalf of the millions of the dead, and I also feel guilty. It is the age-old guilt of survivors who wonder why they should be in a position to talk at all.

         So if you have been a witness to this twentieth-century outrage of sophisticated cruelty of man to man, you will inevitably live in some kind of limbo, cut off from the rest of the world. I have accepted the reality that there are those xxxixwho ‘know’ and those who ‘don’t know’; and there the story seems to end.

         It was something that happened in Rome a few years ago when I was there on a concert tour that prompted me to make my first attempt at recording some of the absurd coincidences and adventures that have coloured my life. On returning to my hotel late one night, I met two young colleagues at the bar, and they asked me how I had spent the evening. I told them I had spent it with somebody I had not seen since the liberation of Belsen, and related the circumstances under which I had originally met him. I was amazed at the impact the story made on my young friends, and at their genuine interest. I had to promise them to try to put something down on paper. It led me to wonder whether I might be able to make some contribution, however insignificant, to help commemorate an era.

         My book will not be an account of the horrors themselves, nor mainly an historical document. The subject of the Holocaust has been treated many times with varying degrees of success. I merely want to put on paper how my life has been affected by having lived in Germany at the time of the Third Reich, as a Jew.xl
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