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When the twins reached Auschwitz-Birkenau, the Nazis' sole reason for keeping them alive was the fact that Mengele saw them as useful subjects for his medical experiments. The twins were unaware of the broader ideological and practical context underlying the experiments; they were similarly oblivious that they were part of a much larger experiment aimed at establishing a 'purified racial state'. Racism, eugenics, racial hygiene, and racial antisemitism had been emerging step by step as part of the European scientific and political discourse since the eighteenth century, and especially in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The belief that there were superior and inferior races and that human traits were inherited eventually led to the assumption that humankind could be 'designed' by human beings (scientists) and that some people were "unworthy to live". These ideologies flourished in Germany and came to dominate discourse across several scientific disciplines, especially during the Weimar Republic (1919-1933). When the Nazis rose to power in 1933, these racial doctrines became state policy. From then on, German aspirations towards racial purity were radicalized, eventually leading to genocide.

After establishing a racially conscious apparatus and special racial units in government, the Nazis still lacked respectable scientific backing. The same scientists who had provided the essential theoretical background to racial science in the pre-Nazi era were bound to play a key role once the Nazis were in power; science could justify the racial classifications and then provide the means and the personnel to implement the measures of 'racial purification'. Within the scientific community, one profession stood out among the others. During the late 1920s and early 1930s, there was growing support for the Nazis among key figures in the German academic world. When the Nazi party came into power, ethnocrats in the new state apparatus faced numerous issues, queries, and misconceptions about the new racial legislation. It was then that scientists were turned to for answers. Nazis appealed to experts in various disciplines, including history, sociology, religious studies, and anthropology. Among these, the physicians became more thoroughly Nazified and much sooner than members of any of the other professions.

By January 1933, 6 per cent of all doctors in Germany had joined the Nazi Physicians' League. By 1942, more than 38,000 doctors had joined the party (50% of all doctors in the country). In 1937, the proportion of doctors represented in the SS was seven times the average for other employed males in the population. High-ranking Nazi doctors did not come from the margins of German medicine but often from the very pinnacle of the professional establishment. Henry Friedlander lists seventeen top medical experts involved in Nazi crimes, including distinguished university chairs of various medical specialities, hospital chiefs, and other top medical administrators: "their names were a part of a who's who of German medicine of the time." Working within medical schools and prestigious institutes, these biologists, geneticists, and physical anthropologists, as well as others from the medical milieu, conducted experiments to prove the inferiority of the Jews and other 'alien' groups within the racial state. It was from this background that Dr Josef Mengele emerged. He was trained at Frankfurt University under Otmar Von Verschuer, one of Europe's foremost geneticists, an outspoken admirer of Hitler, and the future director of the prestigious Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, Human Heredity Teaching and Genetics in Berlin.

1938 was a landmark year for the escalating racial measures against the Jews as well as for the other groups. Increasing propaganda by Goebbels and the Nazi party resulted in large-scale pogroms on the nights of 9 and 10 November, known as Reichskristallnacht (known in English as' night of the broken glass'). During the pogroms, hundreds of synagogues were set afire, 7,000 Jewish businesses were destroyed, and 26,000 Jews were sent to concentration camps. Clearly, the Nazis were not willing to settle for merely revoking the achievements of the emancipation era. Still, they set new goals, aiming to achieve the total expulsion of Jews from the German landscape. 

As war erupted, the opportunities to implement racial plans were exploited by a determined apparatus seeking ever more radical resolutions for the Jewish question, the Gypsy question, and the matter of other races classified as inferior. Once again, as in the case of the Sterilization Law, the attack against the "racially inferior" began with those who were "infecting" the Aryan race from the inside, those defined as "lives unworthy of life". Again, medical scientists, led by physicians, psychiatrists, and geneticists, had a seminal role in planning, implementing, and justifying policy, only this time it involved mass killing, under the name euthanasia.

It began on August 18, 1939, when the Reich Committee introduced the compulsory registration of all "disabled" newborn babies. Doctors and midwives were obliged to report instances of "malformed" children, which were then discussed by a team of doctors who would decide who was 'worthy' to live and who would be sent to a paediatric clinic to be killed by morphine, tablets, or gassing. However, the murder of the children was only the first part of a much larger operation, Action T4—adult euthanasia. From October 1939, euthanasia forms assessing each patient's race, state of health, and ability to work were sent by local doctors to psychiatric institutions and evaluated by forty-eight medical doctors, deciding who would live and who would die. From roughly 283,000 applications evaluated, 75,000 were selected. Hospitals at Grafeneck, Bernburg, Sonnenstein, Hadamar, Brandenburg, and the castle of Hartheim were all specially outfitted with gas chambers. By August 1941, when Hitler stopped the gassing phase of the operation, some 70,273 individuals had been killed. But the programme did not stop; it simply entered a reorientation phase, resulting in an ever-increasing number of groups being murdered. In the period between 1940 and 1945, a group of dedicated bureaucrats, relying on medical experts, organized the murder of more than 200,000 psychiatric patients, camp inmates who had fallen ill, people suffering from major depression, and those deemed asocial.

With the escalation of war, doctors felt free to further pursue their unlimited quest for knowledge and serve the state at the same time.33 They filled a variety of roles that lay at the core of the extermination process. First, they were in charge of the camp selections, determining who could hold on to life as a prisoner and who would be sent to the gas chambers. The selections would be a part of the prisoners' lives during their incarceration in the camp. They were often forced to parade naked before Nazi doctors, who would determine whether they were still fit enough to work—and hence could survive a bit longer. Secondly, doctors were responsible for supervising medical technicians who carried out the gassing. They delivered the canisters of Zyklon B to the gas chambers in Red Cross cars, saw to it that the 'disinfectors' were protected with gas masks, and declared the 'disinfected' dead. The most widely known role of Nazi doctors in the camps was that played in the notorious medical experiments. Although these constituted only a fragment of the comprehensive task of physicians in the concentration camps, they attracted the most attention at the Nuremberg tribunal for medical crimes.

Ironically, the fact that Mengele used the twin children for his experiments gave them a chance to at least prolong their lives. Young children arriving at the concentration camps usually had no hope of survival, as most of them were marched off directly to the gas chambers. Twins were among the few exceptions. Used as human guinea pigs, they were forced to live in Auschwitz-Birkenau under the 'protection' of Dr Mengele, who exploited them for his racial research. Living just a few hundred yards from the gas chambers, these children had to cope with unimaginable circumstances. Having been forcibly separated from their families, they had to adapt to life in Birkenau, which resembled nothing they had ever experienced before. In a harsh and violent environment, surrounded by death and subjected to arbitrary summonses to medical experiments, the twin boys had to make sense of the new circumstances and accustom themselves to this new, perverted reality.
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Between Tranquillity and War
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Zvi and Magda Spiegel were born on January 5, 1915, during World War I. In light of the war situation, their mother, Sarah Spiegel, had been convinced by her family to leave her hometown of Munkács and give birth in Budapest. After a few months in Budapest, Sarah decided to return with her babies to Munkács in Sub-Carpathian Rus', where most of the greater Spiegel family lived. Munkács was the largest city in Sub-Carpathian Rus', located at the centre of the region in the Latorytsia River valley. The Jews made up almost half of the population in Munkács (11,313 of 26,102 in 1930). Although many were living in poverty, they played an important role in the city's economy. The onset of World War I caused great difficulties for all Sub-Carpathian residents, Jews and non-Jews alike. The population was hit by epidemics, and there was a decline in the male population, which in turn meant the growth of the number of widows and orphans, many of whom were Jews. It was only in 1920, after Sub-Carpathian Rus' had changed hands a few times, that the region finally came under full Czechoslovakian rule. The outcome of the war was especially dramatic for the Jews of Munkács and its surroundings as they were confronted for the first time on a large scale with the challenges of modernity. 

The rise of nationalism in general and of Zionism in particular; the strong communist presence in the region; growing Jewish involvement in public life with an assortment of Czechoslovak and local parties, and the fact that their economy, which had been fully integrated into the Hungarian one, now had to adjust to the modern Czechoslovak system, are just a few examples of the new reality that the Jews of Munkács had to face. This was the environment into which Zvi and Magda Spiegel were born. Their father, Israel Spiegel, was an accountant in a distillery in Munkács, and their mother stayed at home, as most women of the traditional community did at the time.

As for Zvi, it was apparent that he was expected to follow in his father's footsteps and become an accountant. This was the period when he first explored his natural gift for numbers and his flair for order and punctuality. After a few years, he graduated from college, having successfully fulfilled all the requirements for the final exams. Zvi was not only interested in numbers; this is reflected in his even enrolling in a dancing school, to the despair of his father, who eventually talked him out of it. In 1936, the two eldest children in the Spiegel family, Magda and Zvi, were moving on. Magda married Nachman Zelikovich, a yeshiva student from Slovakia. They soon had a son, Shmuel, and lived close to Magda's parents while making their living from Nachman's sweet factory. Zvi, like other Jewish men in the area, was drafted to the Czechoslovakian army, a fact that would in part prepare him for his future role, which back then he would never even dream of.
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