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Introduction


The Women’s Orchestra of Auschwitz


One evening in early 1944, four emaciated young women, attempting to rouse themselves from their grim prison conditions, began a secret performance of Beethoven’s Pathétique sonata in the cold and cramped barrack that also served as their dormitory, practice room, eating place and parcel depot. Although the piece was originally written for solo piano, it had been transcribed for three violins and a cello by a recently arrived French nightclub singer who had studied music at a conservatory before the war.


The four women, three of whom were Jewish, were all inmates of Auschwitz, the Nazis’ most notorious extermination camp outside the southern Polish city of Oświęcim. They were part of the only entirely female orchestra in any of the prisons, camps and ghettos established by the Nazis before and during the Second World War. Throughout the orchestra’s brief existence, from April 1943 until October 1944, most of its members were teenagers, one as young as fourteen. Remarkably, almost all of the forty or so core players survived their time here and avoided being deliberately gassed, although their main conductor did not survive.


The women’s orchestra, separated from their fellow inmates in a special block, was required by their Nazi overseers to play jaunty marches every morning and evening so that other female prisoners kept in step as they were sent to work outside the camp. Playing on a grassy mound located to the side of the so-called ‘French gate’ of the women’s camp, they had only twelve or so marches in their repertoire and if they reached the end and had played them all they simply started again from the beginning. The orchestra also performed regular weekly concerts from an approved repertoire for the other prisoners, for sick inmates in the infirmary and for guards as well as occasional visiting Nazi dignitaries. Yet on this evening, the four women – a German, a Pole, a Belgian and a Frenchwoman – were playing Beethoven’s masterpiece, clandestinely since Jewish musicians were not considered worthy of playing such magnificent German works and were doing so just for their own pleasure. The informal concert had to be done with extreme caution, with a designated ‘lookout person’ to warn of impending danger in the form of an SS man.1


Anita Lasker, eighteen at the time, passionate since childhood about the cello, recalled the occasion as ‘one where we were able to raise ourselves high above the inferno of Auschwitz into spheres where we could not be touched by the degradation of concentration camp existence’.2 On another occasion she described it as ‘a link with the outside world, with beauty, with culture, a complete escape into an imaginary and unattainable world’.3


Auschwitz has become a byword for the mass murder and bestiality of the Nazi regime. It was a place where 1.1 million men, women and children, mostly Jews, were gassed to death while others died as a result of various forms of ill treatment, torture and starvation. It was not a place anyone would naturally associate with music at all, let alone Beethoven, the great German composer whose music offers a profound rallying cry to freedom. Not surprisingly, the other female prisoners who faced a daily offering of brutal labour and punishment as they worked, had every reason not to share Anita’s feelings about the elevating power of great music. Yet the most beautiful music is often a manifestation of deep pain, and what may seem a disparity – sublime music expressing great emotional strain – is often at the heart of musical genius.


Charlotte Delbo, a French Communist resister who arrived at Auschwitz in January 1943, was one of the other prisoners. She recalled in 1995 that it was ‘intolerable’ to hear the women’s orchestra playing Viennese waltzes while ‘naked men reduced to skeletons’ exited their barracks to go to work, ‘driven by blows that make them reel’.4


Pearl Pufeles, deported in March 1944 to Auschwitz with the rest of her family, wept more than four decades later when she remembered what she believed was the cruel deception of the orchestra greeting the latest Jewish transport as they stepped off the train from Czechoslovakia with music by Dvořák and Smetana. ‘I said to my sister Helen, “Gosh, this can’t be that bad if they play music here.” Our whole family was very musical. Helen and I played violin, my other sister had a beautiful voice.’ But as she and Helen were twins, volunteering for the orchestra was not an option. They were selected instead for grotesque medical ‘experiments’, supervised by the infamous SS mass murderer Dr Josef Mengele.5


Irene Zisblatt, just thirteen when she arrived in Auschwitz in the spring of 1944, remembered being forced to listen to the orchestra that autumn:


We’d just come in … after four hours in the rain, and they brought us back close to the crematoria so that the ashes were falling on the ground where we were, and they ordered us to sit on the ground, there were hot ashes like drizzles of rain on us. And they told us they were going to give us a concert to celebrate the holidays. And so 32,000 [sic] women more or less sat on the ground on the hot ashes, all the crematoria were burning away, the stench from the bodies … it was a grey day, it was like nighttime so dark.


And there in front of us on a platform were these beautiful women in crisp uniforms with makeup and lipstick and blonde, long hair and these SS men, young men, strong and well fed … laughing … having a great time.


And then the band came up on the platform.


We sat for hours, it was torture, we just wanted to die. We will never enjoy this band or have the hair and the lipstick. It was another way of killing us.


Like Pearl, Irene was reduced to tears when she recounted this memory of the orchestra in an interview in Florida in 1995 for the Shoah Foundation. ‘This was not music for our souls,’ she declared emphatically. ‘I was thinking of my parents and brothers and people burning.’6


Although some former prisoners did look back on their time in Auschwitz-Birkenau, the largest section of the overall camp where most prisoners were held until they died or were deliberately gassed, and recalled hearing music as soothing or at least something which offered a chance for them to take their minds off the grim daily realities they faced, these conflicting testimonies illustrate why the story of the Auschwitz women’s orchestra does not belong to any one individual or even exclusively to the players themselves. Their audience of fellow prisoners matters, as well as the responses of the various male orchestras who occasionally looked on enviously as they had to work as well as play music. Szymon Laks, conductor of one of several male orchestras at Auschwitz-Birkenau, vehemently refuted the notion that music was helpful to anyone in the camp. ‘In no case did I ever meet a prisoner who found courage in our music, whose life our music helped save,’7 he commented. Laks was clear-eyed about the role of his and other orchestras being entirely a propaganda tool for the Nazis and was fully aware of the unfairness of these ‘privileges’ granted to the small number of prisoners eligible, just one of the many moral conundrums at the heart of this story.


In 1976 the French singer who had transcribed the Pathétique sonata for the impromptu quartet published the first book about the orchestra. Fania Fénelon was at least a decade older than most of the other girls in the so-called music block and, by all accounts, had an unusual musical memory if a less reliable one for events. She had arrived only in January 1944 but was much welcomed as ‘one of the few accomplished musicians in the group’,8 transcribing and arranging being an essential skill for the officially sanctioned orchestra to operate successfully.


Yet her book, first published as Sursis pour l’Orchestre, translated as The Musicians of Auschwitz, was a novelised and sensational account which appalled almost all the other members of the ragtag band. It was later turned into a film which roused several of the women to write their own memoirs of the orchestra. Among them was Anita, who went on to become the renowned musician Anita Lasker-Wallfisch, ninety-nine and living in London at the time of writing.


Anita and other surviving orchestra players felt especially that Fénelon, who died in 1983, had betrayed the memory of Alma Rosé, the Austrian Jewish professional violinist who had held the orchestra together as conductor before her own sudden death in April 1944 at the age of thirty-seven, probably from accidental food poisoning. In their view, Fénelon’s harshly negative portrayal of Alma ignored the degree to which Alma’s sometimes ferocious discipline enabled all the players under her baton to survive; for as Alma regularly reminded them, if they left the orchestra, they too would ‘go to the gas’.


Alma’s warning is the leitmotif which runs through this book, the first attempt using new information to collect the oral and written memories of the orchestra as well as other prisoners into a single narrative. There is a vast body of literature on many aspects of Auschwitz in general, and many individual accounts and memoirs of those who played in the ‘girls’ band’, as it was called at the time. But in writing about the orchestra now, I have tried to reflect not only the perspective of other prisoners who were forced to listen to the music while being denied privileges granted to the players – the most precious of all being the players’ fragile protection against being dispatched to the gas chambers – but also to make clear the views of the musicians themselves, some of whom had been forced to join under compulsion. They suffered during their captivity not only from the same hunger, cold and fear endured by the camp’s prisoners but, long after their release, from a different kind of nightmare and depression based on rage and despair as they agonised over their impotence. What else might they have done? What choices did they really have?


The essence of the conundrum was: ‘Should we protect our lives and play or refuse to play and doom ourselves to a harsher life, or even to death?’ as one of the non-Jewish Polish musicians expressed it.9 Other prisoners imagined that the musicians were so-called ‘prominenten’ or ‘big shots’10 who were shown favours and lived in ‘silky conditions’. The truth was that in practical terms they had very little beyond a bunk and a blanket, both of critical importance, to differentiate themselves. But, as long as they played well and were therefore useful to the Nazis, they had an identity beyond a number and with it a chance to survive. This alone was enough to ensure they were despised by others.


The Nazi use of music in the death camps has many explanations. The Germans saw themselves as a cultured people and yet during the war they used music as an additional tool of torture. In Nazi nomenclature, the women of the orchestra were a work kommando, or squad, whose job was to make the other prisoners march faster out to work and back in again in rows of five, thus making them easier to count. If the women’s playing or practising near the station platform had the effect of calming arriving prisoners into a false sense of security as they clambered off the train, that was an additional benefit. And if their playing also had the effect of sowing discord among other inmates who saw these relatively well-dressed women as collaborators, the Nazi guards did not object.


Clearly, the Nazis also wanted to humiliate the musicians in their use of music as a further tool of violent assault. The female musicians, because they were excused work in other kommandos and were always practising in their block or performing at the entrance gate, witnessed the arrival of thousands of desperate people, the cries of children mingled with the shouts of SS men, wild barking of dogs and snatches of sentimental songs. In this way they were forced to provide the backdrop to murder. Lily Mathé, one of the orchestra’s best violinists, vividly remembered being made to play jolly tunes in the SS officers’ mess at Auschwitz every evening while the guards ate their dinner. Adolf Eichmann, one of the chief perpetrators of the Holocaust, was a regular witness to the mess during his frequent visits to Auschwitz in 1944 to check on how the mass extermination of inmates was progressing. ‘Eichmann used to drink a lot and would delight at waving chicken bones before our hungry eyes and contemptuously throwing one at us to grovel for,’ Lily remembered.11


It is plain from their post-war testimonies that Lily and all the other orchestra players despised their captors. The fact that there were also frequent internal arguments between different musicians and factions within the orchestra should not obscure this important point. Indeed, it seems a fitting prelude to this complicated, often discordant story that both aspects of the orchestra were on display that evening in early 1944, a few months before Lily arrived at Auschwitz, when the quartet launched into the first bars of the Pathétique sonata. The mere act of playing this sublime music for their own delight was also an act of defiance against their SS guards.


However, the quartet never finished the piece. They stopped when the Polish Aryan* violinist, Helena Dunicz, playing among three Jews, suddenly refused to continue. Recalling the moment in her 2014 memoirs when she was almost ninety-nine, she could no longer remember the precise circumstances. She simply remarked how unhappy she was that the private performance had ended so abruptly, because it had reminded her of her pre-war life in Lwów, when she had played chamber music with her brother and mother.


In 1996 Helena wrote more candidly to Anita of her deep regret at how the other Polish women in the orchestra did not want her to associate so closely with the Jewish girls who were players. Helena had to choose between the strong support she derived from being part of the Polish Christian group within the orchestra, with their small privileges as non-Jews, or mixing with the Jews for the sake of the quartet. She lamented to Anita that she had not felt strong enough to argue with her fellow Poles. ‘Because of the solidarity with others I had to stop … I felt very unhappy to behave in such a style. As I was very timid since my birth and horrified in the camp, I didn’t feel strong enough to intermediate[sic].’12 Anita, reflecting on the debacle today, still shakes her head in sorrow.


Yet when they performed together, the Poles and the Jews did put aside their differences to present a common orchestral front against their jailers, playing to the best of their varying abilities to save each other’s lives.


I had long been aware of the existence of the women’s orchestra through my professional research into other Holocaust stories.* But I had never connected the orchestra with my own father’s wartime story. Yet as I read more about the women’s experiences and learned how some of them had been transferred at the end of 1944 to another camp at Bergen-Belsen in northern Germany, I decided it was time to research the role of my father, who had been part of the British forces liberating Belsen a few months later.


As the Allies advanced across Europe, the Germans destroyed what they could of Auschwitz and other camps, burning documents and hoping not to leave a trace of their atrocities. With the imminent approach of the Russian army, the Nazis force-marched survivors out of the camps on what are now known as the death marches. Weakened stragglers were shot or simply collapsed and died on the road.


On 1 November 1944, the Auschwitz women’s orchestra suddenly stopped performing, on Nazi orders. Its Jewish musicians were transported by train to Bergen-Belsen while two and a half months later the remaining non-Jewish players were sent to the only all-women camp at Ravensbrück, 90 kilometres north of Berlin, marching in freezing winter conditions with no food.


My father was a thirty-two-year-old tank commander who had crossed to occupied France shortly after D-Day, fought in the savage battle for Caen and then on through northern France. In April 1945 he and his regiment reached Belsen shortly after its liberation. Even though he had been in uniform for seven years, having joined the Territorials in 1938, nothing my father had seen could have prepared him for this horror. Thousands of skeletal creatures were lying on bunks unable to move, while dead bodies were piled in heaps all around the camp, reeking of putrefaction.


Recently promoted to major with the role of quartermaster general, my father was in charge of all procurement. He was also responsible for keeping the official regimental diary in which he discussed the position of ‘displaced persons’, as they were now described – specifically, those camp survivors who had no homes to return to and were not allowed, or were unwilling, to go to Palestine, then run by a British mandate.


When I was growing up in England in the 1950s and 1960s, I could never talk to my father about what he had seen because he would immediately shut down any discussion of Belsen, feeling it was too gruesome a conversation for a young family. All that remains for me are memories of whispered conversations between my parents involving the strange word ‘Belsen’.


Yet one day in January 2022, long after my father’s death in 1997, I found a thin little file in Britain’s National Archives – the Regimental War Diary, with his unmistakable signature, Maj. Eric Rubinstein, 31st Armoured Brigade. Against the date of 24 May 1945 he had written: ‘7 R Tanks with Crocodiles burning BELSEN camp’.13


What did this mean? Once all the prisoners had been moved out of their huts and housed in other accommodation in the camp, the disease-ridden buildings were razed to the ground using powerful flamethrowers fired by Churchill Crocodile tanks to prevent the spread of further infections. The tanks could throw roaring jets of flame more than 100 metres, much further than a man-carried flamethrower, supplied by an armoured trailer which was towed behind carrying 400 gallons of fuel.


No wonder that Anita Lasker-Wallfisch still vividly remembers this day of destruction. She was in that crucible of hell along with a handful of other Jewish survivors from the orchestra when my father also witnessed the flamethrowers at work. In her 1996 memoir, Anita recalled watching the flamethrower tanks destroying the huts and described her many interactions with British officers. One such officer, she wrote, had made it his duty ‘since he is in charge of the stores’ to get Anita and her sister Renate properly outfitted for their work as interpreters. Could that possibly be my father, whose job it was as brigade QMG to procure provisions?


Apart from Anita, other remnants of the women’s orchestra who had been removed from Auschwitz to Belsen included the Hungarian violinist Lily Mathé, her compatriot the singer Eva Steiner, the Dutch pianist Flora Jacobs and the music copyist Hilde Grünbaum, a close friend of the conductor Alma Rosé, and the two Greek sisters, Lili and Yvette Assael. On 24 May 1945, the same day that the flamethrowers went into action, Lily and Eva performed in a Red Cross concert at Belsen, presumably in the evening after the destruction. It seems possible, even likely, that my father attended. Tantalisingly, I shall never know, but ever since I discovered my father’s proximity to these events, I have been gripped by a need to understand more not only about the women in the Auschwitz orchestra, how they survived and at what cost, but also what hearing music in this inferno meant to the other prisoners and how we should think today about this additional attempt to degrade what it means to be human.





* The Nazis promoted the idea that the German people were members of the ‘Aryan Race’ and Jews were non-Aryans.


* Specifically visiting Ravensbrück for Les Parisiennes.
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We did not feel pain anymore


On 1 September 1939 German troops marched into Poland. Two days later Britain and France declared war on Germany as the invasion triggered the guarantees they had given to Poland, which was also attacked from the east by the Soviet Union, which in August had signed the Nazi-Soviet pact. Poland, an independent state since 1918, was swiftly partitioned, resulting in around one-third of the country’s estimated three million Jews finding themselves under Soviet rule. Thousands of Polish Jews fled eastwards to avoid the Nazis and were mostly sent to work in labour camps in Siberia. Although conditions were brutal and anti-Semitism the norm, the Soviets saw the internees as useful forced labour in forests, mines and farms and did not follow the Nazi policy of deliberate genocide. Most of these relatively fortunate Polish Jews survived the war. Later in the war some Poles managed to enlist in special units such as the Polish Independent Carpathian Brigade, which went on to fight the Germans in North Africa. Other Poles in exile made substantial contributions to the Allied military effort throughout the war, fighting on land, sea and in the air in a variety of different theatres of war including the well-documented 145 Polish pilots flying under British command in 1940 during the Battle of Britain.


Meanwhile, the rest of Poland’s Jews under Nazi rule were in mortal danger. The extermination of the Jews, while not yet an official Nazi war aim, began as soon as Hitler’s troops crossed the Polish border. SS operational units roamed through newly captured Polish towns, lining up groups of Jews for execution, indulging in random killings and setting fire to Jewish-owned businesses.


These random killings rapidly escalated into systematic mass murder. By the end of 1941, following the invasion of the Soviet Union, the Nazi killing squads had succeeded in exterminating tens of thousands of Jews in eastern Poland and the Baltic states of Latvia and Lithuania, often aided by local communities with long-standing anti-Semitic hatreds. At the same time, the Nazis exported Germany’s existing concentration camp system into the conquered eastern territories to hold Jews destined for the gas chambers, as well as a vast range of other perceived enemies of the Third Reich across occupied Europe, from gypsies and Communists to nationalists and homosexuals.


Auschwitz – the German name for the medieval Polish city of Oświęcim, home to many Jewish families – was the hub of this vastly expanded concentration camp network. On 27 April 1940 SS Commander in Chief Heinrich Himmler gave orders for the founding of a camp complex on the site of a former Austro-Hungarian army barracks just outside the city centre, near to a disused tobacco factory. The work of clearing and building was undertaken by prisoners sent for the purpose. This original camp, called Auschwitz I, or Stammlager, remained the nucleus and administrative centre of the vast camp complex, its infamous gate proclaiming Arbeit Macht Frei (‘Work Makes for Freedom’) becoming the ultimate symbol of the Holocaust.


Auschwitz gradually evolved into a web of concentration and extermination camps as well as factories as the Jewish Holocaust gathered momentum. The network was situated in the southern Polish region of Upper Silesia, which was newly incorporated into Germany at the juncture of the Vistula and Sola rivers.


Logistically, Auschwitz’s location was ideal for the Nazis’ purposes, because it stood at the centre of major road and rail networks which would facilitate transporting large numbers of people there from multiple points of departure around Europe. Yet it was also to some extent isolated from the outside world, despite its good connections with the now German-run General Government of Poland and proximity to the former states of Austria and Czechoslovakia.


The first commandant of Auschwitz I, Rudolf Höss, was an experienced thirty-eight-year-old SS officer who previously worked at the Nazis’ first concentration camp at Dachau, near Munich, and then at Sachsenhausen, which he headed from 1938 until his transfer to Auschwitz in May 1940. He was officially named commandant on 4 May. At Auschwitz, Höss, his wife Hedwig and their four children lived in a comfortable two-storey house with prisoners as domestic servants and a pretty garden within sight of the first crematorium.
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Three SS officers socialise at Auschwitz (from left to right): Richard Baer (commandant of Auschwitz), Josef Mengele and Rudolf Höss (the former commandant)




For the first two years, Auschwitz was not in fact a concentration camp specifically for Jews. The original inmates were largely a mixture of male political prisoners and professional criminals drawn from across the greater German Reich, including Austria, Czechoslovakia and the annexed regions of western Poland. The first mass transport of prisoners, comprising 728 Polish men from Tarnow prison, arrived in Auschwitz on 14 June, immediately after the Fall of France. They included Jews and Catholics, many of whom were arrested attempting to cross the southern Polish border to reach the newly formed Polish army in exile in France. As the influx of prisoners increased during these early months, Höss swiftly oversaw the establishment of Auschwitz II or Auschwitz-Birkenau, almost two miles from the initial camp. To make way for Birkenau, the village of Brzezinka and several surrounding smaller hamlets were demolished, evicting the local population of Poles and some Jews who still lived in the area.


Birkenau, which took its name from the birch tree groves in the area, was in operation by March 1942, even though the camp was far from finished. It would become the site of the main crematoria and so-called gas ‘chambers’, rooms disguised as shower rooms and called morgues by the SS on their building plans. By now, the Nazis no longer needed to rely on slow and cumbersome mobile gas units to kill their victims, having perfected a method of rapidly slaughtering large numbers of people, predominantly Jews, with canisters of Zyklon B gas, a cyanide-based pesticide.


Until 1942 the early Auschwitz camps were for men only. The first women began to arrive at the end of March 1942, soon including mothers with children who were dispatched immediately to be gassed. The surviving women were treated as slave labour and sent directly to work, mostly on demolition squads to clear space for expansion of the camp, without being quarantined or undergoing ‘selection’, the euphemism for the Nazi system of deciding on arrival in the camp who was fit enough to work and who should be immediately gassed.


There were rapidly proliferating sub-camps, some within marching distance of the main Auschwitz railway station. Many prisoners at these sub-camps were ‘sold’ as slave labour to German industry, aiding the war effort. The largest of these Auschwitz slave factories, which eventually numbered forty, was the Buna synthetic rubber plant at Monowitz, established in October 1942 and known as Auschwitz III. It was run by the chemical conglomerate I G Farben and although the working conditions at Buna and other Auschwitz factories were brutal, prisoners who could tolerate the regime were at least safe from being selected for extermination.


For Auschwitz had become by the end of 1942 the largest of all the Nazi extermination centres, whose camps and sub-camps covered an area of approximately 40 square kilometres, the whole described as an ‘interest zone’ by the Germans. In the summer of 1941, Himmler had informed Höss that Auschwitz had been chosen as a key location for the mass extermination of the Jews and by January the following year the plan that the Nazis came to describe euphemistically as the Final Solution was formalised by a small group of senior Nazi officials, including SS Lt Col. Adolf Eichmann, who specialised in ‘Jewish Affairs’.


Meeting at an impressive lakeside villa a few miles outside Berlin, the conference agreed that the remaining Jews in Europe would no longer be allowed to emigrate; they would instead be exterminated. The Wannsee Conference was chaired by thirty-seven-year-old Reinhard Heydrich, who used the event to assert his own authority over the process of systematic Jewish annihilation, which from now on was to replace randomised killing. This had been a fundamental plank of Hitler’s worldview and manifesto. In less than a day it was agreed that the entire population of Europe, whose Jewish contingent was estimated by Heydrich to stand at about eleven million, including countries which Germany did not then occupy such as Britain and neutral nations such as Switzerland, Ireland, Sweden, Spain, Portugal and European Turkey, would be made free of all Jews – Judenfrei or Judenrein. Heinrich Himmler was the most senior Nazi charged with overall implementation of the Final Solution and therefore overseer of the camps.


Here, the Auschwitz women’s orchestra and its male counterparts enter this terrible narrative. Even as the Nazis committed themselves to eradicating all trace of the Jews, a core part of Jewish culture was being preserved at Auschwitz. Music was an integral part of life in almost all Nazi-run camps, although here the music was subverted, no longer allowed to give pleasure but used as an additional method of torture.


While the Auschwitz orchestras included non-Jews, at least half of all the players were Jewish, a delicate balance which the Nazis kept a close eye on. The balance might easily have tipped over in favour of the Jewish members partly as a natural consequence of Jews being by far the largest prisoner group. But it also spoke to the centrality of music for so many Jews of all social classes, wherever they lived, from street performers with little or no formal training to accomplished professional players. Prayers in synagogues had been accompanied by music and chanting since ancient times while klezmer, sometimes referred to as Yiddish without words, was a style of folk music which originated during the Middle Ages among the Jewish people of Eastern Europe, Greece and the Balkans. It was most often played at celebrations such as weddings or bar mitzvahs and also had its own rich tradition which borrowed from Jewish cantorial music, Hasidic intoning and Yiddish theatre. Music as a reaffirmation of humanity was now being used as an additional tool in the struggle to destroy it.


The Auschwitz orchestras exposed the grotesque contradiction at the heart of the Final Solution – the Nazis’ inability to decide whether Jews were to be annihilated because they were the lowest of the low or because they ran the world in some form of evil conspiracy. An orchestra led by a Jew was a visible reminder of this confusion.


In February 1942, a few weeks after the Wannsee Conference, the first transports of Jews deliberately destined for death arrived in Auschwitz I. These victims were immediately gassed on arrival with Zyklon B gas, their bodies later incinerated using the old crematorium in the main camp, a grassy mound over a bunker just beyond the commandant’s spacious family house and garden. In March, the killings were moved to nearby Birkenau, where a vastly bigger murder operation was being hurriedly organised.


Initially two farm buildings, a red cottage and a white cottage, standing discreetly behind foliage and trees, were used as disguised gas chambers. After gassing, the corpses were taken out and buried in mass graves. Those prisoners involved in the burials, generally young fit male Jews, were then taken to the infirmary and killed with a phenol injection.1 A few months later construction began in Birkenau on four large, purpose-built structures to be used for extermination by gas, with associated crematoria. These buildings soon enabled the Nazis to kill on an industrial scale, leaving only ashes behind.


The start of mass transports of male and female Jews to Auschwitz in 1942 created the need for a separate women’s camp. On 26 March, the first mass transport of 999 prisoners from the all-female camp at Ravensbrück was tasked with setting up this new women’s camp at Birkenau. The Ravensbrück group, who were not Jewish, included German women classified as asocial or criminal, and a few political prisoners. They were assigned to take charge of the Jewish women who now flooded into Auschwitz, even though Birkenau was not yet ready to receive them.


The same day, 26 March 1942, the first registered mass transport of 997* young Slovak Jewish women set off for Auschwitz, most of them rounded up under threat by the Nazi puppet government from their villages. They had no idea of what lay ahead, except that they were being sent away for some kind of public work service, and that if they did not comply then their parents, who for the time being remained, would suffer.


This initial group were corralled for days at a transit camp in the Slovak town of Poprad as their numbers steadily swelled and were then stuffed into airless cattle cars for the twenty-four-hour train journey to Auschwitz. There were approximately eighty disoriented and bewildered women in each locked carriage, with no toilet, simply a bucket. Two days later another massively overcrowded transport of just under a thousand women arrived from the Slovak capital of Bratislava. From then on, the number of transports carrying women prisoners grew rapidly.


Initially, only young healthy women, up to the age of forty-five, were sent on the early female convoys to Auschwitz because they were intended to work, with no additional selection on arrival for extermination of weak or elderly prisoners. One of the Jewish women on the second Slovakian transport was Helen ‘Zippi’ Spitzer, almost twenty-four, a courageous and canny survivor who was to create various roles for herself within the camp which ensured she came into contact with the camp hierarchy and later with the women’s orchestra set up in Birkenau. Zippi, as she liked to be called,* recalled in a cool, detached way fifty-eight years later, in 2000, her humiliating, brutal ordeal that bitterly cold day in late March 1942 as she entered Auschwitz. The journey itself had been ‘not so nice’, she said, but ‘disembarking went very rough … unexplainable rough’.2


Her group arrived at an open field on the outskirts of the town of Oświęcim where SS guards lined up the exhausted, hungry women and marched them, in rows of five, to the gate of the main camp. They walked through the Arbeit Macht Frei arch but Zippi recognised ‘Halt’ signs and several other warning signs as well as a small white sign with the single word in black Konzentrationslager so that ‘the moment I entered that gate, I knew where I am’.3


The women were forced to strip, shower in ice-cold water, and then have all their hair, including pubic hair, shaved – partly for reasons of hygiene to stop the spread of lice but the procedure, sometimes undertaken by male orderlies, was also degrading. They were disinfected and registered before being roughly tattooed with a number. Auschwitz was the only Nazi camp where prisoners were given these permanent markers on their forearm, a further part of the dehumanising process which reduced all inmates to a mere number.


In her first interview immediately after the war in 1946 Zippi described in emotional terms how she felt as if she and the other women were ‘being inspected like cattle. It was going on like a cattle show. They turned us here and there/right and left/ … [we were] nude … there was the SS physician Dr Franz Bodmann, that time the Lager physician … who looked us over.’4


When asked if the tattoo hurt, she replied: ‘We did not feel pain anymore, because … the removal of hair from the head of a woman … the whole transformation which occurred at that time has hurt much more, so that we did not feel anything anymore. Because we were like … like transformed into stone?’5


Zippi was prisoner number 2286, a low figure which set her apart as one of the camp elite, or prominenten, the longer she survived. In her various interviews over the years she has never described, as other young Slovak women did, having a hand shoved up her vagina to see if she had brought with her hidden jewels. Those who suffered this violence, many of them virginal teenagers – the initial groups of Slovak women were all unmarried – were so traumatised by the experience that it was forever difficult to put it into words. Several recalled the snow on the ground being spattered with blood, possibly as a result of this treatment or from having no sanitary pads to contain menstrual flows.6 Zippi was always more comfortable talking about the work that she did in the camp rather than her feelings.


The women were eventually handed the uniforms of newly murdered male Russian POWs, however ill-fitting, blood-encrusted and lice-ridden. No underwear was provided, and only a few women managed to get a pair of shoes which fitted. Shoes were a critical matter of survival for all prisoners who had to walk on muddy, frozen and stony roads. Those with no shoes had to walk barefoot and suffered from cuts which became infected, or chilblains, increasing their risk of selection for gassing. As a result, shoes were a valuable currency, almost more valuable than bread, and were often stolen.


It is not clear how Zippi managed to hang on to the sturdy leather hiking boots with metal clasps in which she arrived, but it is a strong indication of her determination to survive. When asked about this years later she explained: ‘because every times [sic] they were – somebody wanted to take my shoes away, especially with the German women, stopped me constantly, and they wanted to take my shoes off, because they looked so good and heavy. But they were always too small, I had a small foot … and not one of the German women was lucky enough. So I kept those shoes.’7


Zippi was assigned to a hard labour, wrecking kommando – a demolition squad where her crew had to demolish buildings to clear space for the new and bigger camp. One day within the first few weeks she suffered a painful back injury when a chimney collapsed on her. Desperate to find a less dangerous assignment, she took the risk of approaching the head prisoner of the women’s camp, a German Communist called Eva Wiegel, and asked for a transfer. Speaking good German, Zippi explained to Wiegel that she was professionally qualified as a graphic artist, a rare accomplishment for a woman. A few days later, Zippi was given alternative work indoors.


Zippi’s story of survival over three years in Auschwitz makes her an invaluable witness to camp life, highlighting many of the absurdities of the entire system. She often spoke of ‘luck’ in later interviews. Bizarrely, one aspect of that luck was arriving early enough in the setting up of the camp to witness the chaos and show the female guards she was able to impose some order. She had grown up in a prosperous middle-class Jewish family in Bratislava, and spoke German, Slovak and Hungarian fluently with a smattering of French. Her linguistic fluency helped her in the camp to pick up useful phrases in other languages such as Polish, Yiddish or Russian as well as the essential camp jargon, Lagersprache, a kind of German slang that soon predominated.


Music was also part of her basic education. She played the piano and mandolin, which would become an additional route to survival when the women’s orchestra was established. Her personality and natural leadership also no doubt helped, but it was her pioneering professional career as a female graphic artist, involving a four-year course with some training in management and bookkeeping, that initially helped her get transferred from the outdoors work kommando.


The Nazis soon ran out of Russian POW uniforms and, with Wiegel’s assistance, Zippi was charged with mixing paint from raw materials and painting two vermilion red stripes on the back of prisoners’ clothes. ‘I got red powder paint and a pot of varnish and brush shoved into my hand. I was ordered to mix the paint. And later prisoners were led before me, and I got the order that a vertical stripe be affixed … They did not want a male painter to come to the women’s camp and I was the only woman who had familiarity with paint.’8


These garments were sometimes dresses confiscated from the latest convoys rather than the familiar blue-and-grey striped material which was often in short supply. The thick, indelible red stripes meant prisoners could go out to work and still be easily identified regardless of whether they had a uniform.*


Zippi’s increasing involvement in the registration process brought her into close contact with the SS-controlled prisoner hierarchy, the Nazi administration and the female guards, who were sometimes referred to as ‘SS women’ (incorrectly, as the SS was an all-male organisation). The entire system was overseen by men and even Nazi women in high-ranking positions in the camp were dependent on men for their secondary authority. Zippi was soon seen as an essential cog in the Nazi process of maintaining control by reducing every prisoner to a number.


In August 1942, five months after her arrival, the women prisoners were moved to the still unfinished Birkenau camp. The situation was initially even more chaotic than in the male section of Birkenau, partly because unlike the male Kapos – prisoner functionaries used by the Nazis as a stand-in for the guards to supervise forced labour – who usually had some rudimentary military training, none of the female Kapos had any experience of keeping order. ‘They were just ordinary house girls, not professionals. Food had to be distributed and they didn’t know how to do that,’ Zippi recalled in 2000, although food distribution was usually undertaken not by Kapos but by the more lowly Blockälteste.9


The primitive, half-finished barracks of Birkenau section B1a could not cope with the constant and ever larger mass transports of women which now began to arrive at Auschwitz. The increasingly overcrowded buildings had no running water or sewage disposal, while the floors were muddy clay. Even a crude attempt at personal hygiene was impossible, with murky water, pit latrines and no toilet paper or soap.


Almost immediately, outbreaks of lice and typhus were reported. Many women died from malnutrition, starvation, physical labour beyond their capacity and the appalling sanitary conditions where mice, rats, worms and lice thrived. The situation rapidly deteriorated out of control, since the mattresses for the women who were transferred to Birkenau were already infested and everyone was suffering with low immunity.10


Typhus was spread through the lice that swarmed over prisoners’ bodies, clothes and hair. Many prisoners have spoken graphically of how they tried to pick out clumps of the creatures with their hands only to see them return to other parts of the body. In August 1942, in the middle of a typhus outbreak, there was a mass selection when the Nazis rounded up hundreds of prisoners from within the barracks to be gassed to death. But the disease continued to spread and by the autumn, up to 200 women were dying every day, most of them from typhus.


In the autumn of 1942 Zippi herself fell seriously ill with typhus. ‘There was one moment when I thought that I will not survive. They were taking people; whole barracks were loaded onto trucks and off to the crematoria. On one occasion I was very sick and had to be hospitalised and the whole barracks was to be gassed. I was selected out as the only person because of my activities and the camp management, they wanted me to live,’ Zippi believed. ‘I was the one saved out of 10,000 due to my skill … I survived; they were miracles those moments.’11


According to Zippi, her ‘career’ in the camp progressed because she spoke good German and used this to develop many contacts. When she was ill that autumn, the fact that she had previously befriended the secretary of the then office overseer, Rapportführerin (senior guard) Margot Dreschel (often referred to as Drexler by other prisoners), was enough to make ‘the whole hospital hierarchy determined to get me out. The SS wanted me to work.’12


Shortly after her recovery she was given increased administrative responsibility for the whole women’s camp. ‘Somehow by sheer luck,’ she insisted later.13 One of her Slovakian friends was an accountant who had been tasked with establishing a roll-call system, because checking numbers was so crucial for the camp administration. Forcing the prisoners to stand for hours in the pre-dawn cold and wet outside their barracks was extremely difficult because they could not or would not keep still. Some fainted, some moved to other rows and on occasions, the odd prisoner simply dropped dead.


Zippi said she helped to design a system, with forms and a pre-roll call, that made the process more efficient. ‘By cutting down the roll call time from four hours to forty minutes you saved lives. People moved indoors rather than stand outside in the cold or rainy weather.’14 She was proud of this achievement, but arguably exaggerated its beneficial impact, given that almost all the female prisoners who survived Auschwitz and recalled their suffering remembered the horror of enduring interminable roll calls in freezing weather.


Zippi was given a further secretarial job in an office working for the Haflingsschreibstube, or prisoner administration, in Birkenau. Her accommodation improved considerably, as she now slept and ate in a small room located directly behind the office. She also managed to acquire soap, towels, toothbrush and toothpaste, unheard of luxuries for ordinary prisoners, because she was expected to look neat and tidy for any interaction with German officialdom.


Her job, along with around thirty other women of various nationalities, was to keep updating the filing system that recorded the personal data of all newcomers who entered the camp and were not sent to be gassed. These ‘fortunates’ were asked about their previous occupations, information which enabled Zippi and her fellow filing clerks to know which prisoners were skilled in a particular area. Their filing system was crucial when the Arbeitsdienst (the Work Registry) lodged a request for a particular type of labour with the Arbeitseinsatz (Labour Deployment Department), either for camp assignments or to be dispatched as slave labour for private German companies. ‘If they needed tailors or dressmakers, we knew exactly how to provide fifty tailors or 500 road workers,’ Zippi explained in a post-war interview in 2000.15 Occasionally musicians were also noted but in late 1942 there was no useful occupation for them. If given sufficient warning, they would announce themselves with what they thought might be a useful trade such as couturier.


At first, Zippi worked on the administrative organisation of the women’s camp with Katya Singer, a fellow Slovak she had befriended on the journey to Auschwitz, and who had also managed to get herself assigned to indoor office duties. ‘Katya was in the same cattle car, screaming and crying, on the journey to Auschwitz and I asked her to stop. We all could have cried, and it was no help.’16


Katya identified as a Christian although her parents were assimilated Jews. As such, she could not understand how she had been included in the round-up since she had ignored the initial call-up for all young Jewish girls in Bratislava to report to a transit camp. In September 1942, Katya was assigned the position of Rapportschreiberin,17 a high-level camp functionary sometimes translated as a chief operating officer, which entitled her to a maid, a separate small room and wardrobe. This was superior accommodation to Zippi’s and exposed Katya to the charge of collaboration then and later because she was working so directly for the Nazi hierarchy.18


Working in these administrative jobs was a grey area, which Zippi, while working closely with Katya, managed to navigate far more successfully. Both women were known for saving lives if they could by deploying women to a ‘safer’ work kommando or by fiddling with the numbers. But the fact that Katya also had a Nazi lover in the camp, a married non-commissioned officer called Gerhard Palitzsch, who was notorious for boasting about carrying out hundreds of killings at Auschwitz’s death wall, eventually led to her downfall in 1944. Zippi had always disapproved of the affair. When it was revealed and Katya denounced, Palitzsch was punished for ‘Race Defilement’ (Rassenschande) and sent to fight at the front where he died aged thirty-one.* Katya was sent for extermination to another camp, Stutthof, in 1944, which she survived apparently because the gassing machinery was temporarily malfunctioning.


In a 1991 interview Katya insisted that in 1942 ‘everything was at a beginning. The prisoners were creating the women’s camp and anybody who wanted the job could have become Rapportschreiberin.’19 She described the complicated arrangements and lack of a proper system that confronted them on arrival and maintained that by exploiting the pandemonium she and Zippi were able to create the basic administrative organisation of the women’s camp. According to Katya, their work pleased their Nazi superiors and also ‘saved many women’s lives’:20


A report was given to the Administrative Office every day by all prisoner administrators or blokovas [the Polish word for women prisoners in charge of the blocks for food distribution, roll calls and selections]. The SS office then handed these reports to us from the hospital compound and from all the detached prisoners [those working outside the camp]. We then made lists of how many women were at each site.


I handed Zippi all the records: how many women in the Revier (Infirmary), at the Stabsgebaüde (Main Office), how many gassed. The numbers had to be precise because if there were six thousand women in the camp the numbers of the Vorappell (the pre-roll-call) had to be the same. Then the SS Blockführer just checked the numbers from the Vorappell and those had to coincide with the numbers from the morning Zahlappell [the actual roll call].


No numbers were repeated in Auschwitz. The numbers were registered to be running consecutively in the big camp book. When a prisoner died, the number and name were crossed out and we made individual columns for everything in a new book: columns for the sick, the dead, the individual blocks, the number of people in each block who were well, sick, on detachment, Stabsgebaüde, agriculture, factories.


With that kind of organisation in the Lagerbuch we saved many women’s lives. Zippi wrote down numbers that were dead. When there was a selection and they told me the list of numbers I inserted ‘dead numbers’ instead of live numbers that I wanted to save. If there were five hundred supposed to go to the gas, only a hundred actually went. The rest were dead numbers … the Nazis wanted only the control list; they did not count the people on the truck. No one ever found out how we had done this.21


Every night, either Zippi or Katya had to deposit the information about the women’s camp that they had compiled during the day with one of the senior female guards who they said never questioned their figures. Katya and Zippi both risked their own lives by deceptively juggling the numbers, as well as by arranging for some prisoners to have protected inside work rather than be sent on the dangerous outside kommandos, or work units. Katya recalled that ‘Zippi kept track of the numbering, together with the tattooing of numbers. If someone visited from the very high ups in the SS, she would show them the model she had made of the camp and her pages and pages of statistics, and they would never come into the camp itself.’22


Katya could not explain how the pair were able to get away with this falsification: ‘That is how the Germans were,’ she simply stated. ‘If they got an order they had to follow it. There was the order to count in the morning and in the evening.’ She and Zippi took advantage of the system in the best way they could but as Zippi added, ‘How can you make sense of the system? You can’t.’23


By the end of 1942, the two Slovak women now belonged to the camp elite and enjoyed the rare privilege of being able to move relatively freely around the camp. Yet, in contrast to Katya with her Nazi lover, Zippi instinctively grasped that the basic rule of survival was not to be conspicuous. Remarkably she was even allowed to smoke and could go outside the camp for small excursions, but she was extremely careful not to be seen to abuse these privileges. When offered a wristwatch, a prized object signifying a high position in the camp hierarchy which was ‘almost a badge of merit’,24 she declined. Nor did she ever wear an identifying armband as did most Kapos and certain kommando leaders to signify a prisoner who worked in the camp administration.


Her work was clearly valuable to the female guards, who struggled to maintain order and could do so only by resorting to brutality; to that extent, Zippi was protected. Her balancing act was to become even more precarious in the months that followed as the female guard hierarchy changed radically in the wake of ever-increasing instability triggered by the sharp, relentless increase in the female prisoner population.


Looking back on this extremely dangerous period for her own survival, Zippi had only scorn for her former friend Katya who, by having an affair, ignored the boundaries. ‘She was very stupid. He was a mass murderer. After that our relationship cooled,’ Zippi recalled in 2000.25


In March 1942, when Zippi arrived, the first female guard was also assigned to the female section of the concentration camp at Auschwitz, or FKZ the Frauenkonzentrationslager as it was known, to supervise the influx of women prisoners. Johanna Langefeld was a forty-two-year-old former teacher and single mother who had previously worked at the Lichtenburg and Ravensbrück concentration camps for women. Langefeld was transferred to Auschwitz specifically to oversee the projected move of the new female arrivals from Auschwitz I to Birkenau or Auschwitz II. Langefeld had a longstanding working relationship with Heinrich Himmler, who regarded her as reliable and tough, but Auschwitz-Birkenau, while a welcome promotion, proved to be beyond her abilities.


Rudolf Höss, overall commandant of the camp, was disdainful of the female guards, reflecting patriarchal Nazi ideology. He commented later in his 1947 memoirs:


Frau Langefeld was in no way capable of coping with the situation, yet she refused to accept any instructions given her by the protective custody commander. Hardly a day passed without discrepancies in the prisoner totals. The supervisors ran hither and thither in all this confusion like a lot of flustered hens …26


After just four months in charge of the women’s camp at Auschwitz, it was clear to Höss that Langefeld was struggling to keep control. Höss believed she had been ‘spoiled’ by better conditions at Ravensbrück. Acting on his own initiative, that summer he tried to put the women’s camp under the overall jurisdiction of the male protective custody commander.


When Heinrich Himmler came to inspect Auschwitz on 18 July 1942, Langefeld tried to get him to annul Höss’s directive. Since Himmler believed that a women’s camp should be commanded by a woman, probably in the hope that this would prevent mixing of the sexes and help maintain order, he decided that for now Langefeld should stay in charge, adding that in the future no SS man should enter the female camp.


It seemed as if Höss had lost the power struggle. However, in late July 1942 Langefeld injured her meniscus, which required a cartilage operation in the Hohenlychen SS Sanatorium near Ravensbrück. During her absence, a new, younger and tougher head female guard was appointed to Auschwitz on 7 October 1942.


Maria Mandl, born in 1912, had already acquired a reputation for remorseless brutality as a guard at Ravensbrück, where the female prisoners nicknamed her ‘The Beast’. According to the authoritative Danuta Czech’s Auschwitz Chronicle, Langefeld’s demotion after only six months in charge followed a massacre by their German captors (largely criminals and prostitutes and including some guards) of ninety French Jewish women prisoners on 5 October 1942 at the sub-camp of Budy. Although the sub-camp was not Langefeld’s direct responsibility, the savage killings – with prison guards using clubs, hatchets and rifle butts and even throwing some of their victims from the windows in the loft of the building – stoked the deep-seated Nazi fear that order might totally break down in such overcrowded conditions. Langefeld’s seemingly weak, irresolute command made such a collapse of authority seem more likely since she was seen by Höss and other senior SS officers at Auschwitz as insufficiently brutal.* And it was well known on the prisoner grapevine that Langefeld, while no lover of Jews, had a more humane attitude towards prisoners than Mandl.


Maria Mandl had grown up in the Austrian village of Münzkirchen, the youngest child of a shoemaker and a housewife. Maria, like most of the local children, left school at fourteen but the Mandl family had just enough money for her to attend a Catholic boarding school for an additional three years. It was here that she learned sewing, secretarial skills, gym, theatre and music. ‘She almost certainly learned to play the piano there,’27 according to her biographer, Susan Eischeid, who believes this is where her love of music began. She left Münzkirchen in her late teens to go to Switzerland, where her married sister lived, and found a job as a cook-housekeeper. Two years later she returned home to look after her sick mother. In the depths of the depression, the best job she could find in Münzkirchen was as a maid in a local inn.


In 1937, aged twenty-five, she was hired by the local post office as postmistress and began a serious romance with a young man from Münzkirchen. Little seems to be known about what went wrong but the relationship ended around the same time that the German army marched into Austria in March 1938 and annexed the country. Mandl was dismissed from her job, probably because the post office played such a vital role in communication that membership of the Nazi party was required, and she was not yet a member. She started looking for her first job as a guard with the Nazi regime’s burgeoning concentration camps which offered the chance for better pay and would enable her to break free from living with her parents again.


In 1938 she was hired to work at the Lichtenburg concentration camp in the eastern German province of Saxony, which had just been converted into a women-only prison. Mandl’s recruitment was entirely voluntary, and she may even have believed the Nazi propaganda that such camps were places for re-educating dangerous elements in society. At her post-war trial in 1947, Mandl merely said she went to Lichtenburg because the pay was good and she could earn more than if she had enrolled as a nurse, her second career choice.


The Lichtenburg camp was housed in a castle, and it was here that Mandl first manifested the extreme brutality that marked her apart from other female guards. One former prisoner at Lichtenburg, Lina Haag, wrote about how Mandl ‘beats us with a dog whip until she can go on no longer’.28


In 1939, when Lichtenburg was closed, Mandl was transferred to Ravensbrück, then a new camp 50 miles north of Berlin for women only. Once more, she quickly gained a reputation among the prisoners for her often random acts of violence. Curly hair was one ‘offence’ which seemed guaranteed to ignite her anger during roll calls. At Ravensbrück she would stride slowly along the rows of prisoners, searching for curls. If she spotted a prisoner with even a wisp of a curl escaping her headscarf, she would regularly single out the miscreant for a savage beating and flogging, ordering her head to be shaved before this was the general rule for all prisoners. The harder she flogged the higher she rose in the ranks. At Ravensbrück Mandl formally became a Nazi party member and in April 1940 she was appointed Oberaufseherin, or head overseer, second in command to Langefeld.


In her pre-trial deposition Mandl claimed that she did not lobby to be transferred to Auschwitz-Birkenau, having heard rumours about the appalling living conditions there. She insisted that initially she refused to go to Auschwitz. However, she said that a high-ranking SS officer, Oswald Pohl, advised her that she would be punished if she did not accept.


By her own graphic account, Mandl was aghast when she first saw Birkenau in October 1942. Sick women were everywhere in the camp, some begging to be allowed to die. Bodies from the recent killings at Budy were still lying on the ramp as what little flesh remained rotted away. Above all, there was the overpowering stench of death mingled with the odour of unwashed bodies, excrement and urine.


Antonina Kozubek, a Polish prisoner who had transferred from Ravensbrück with Mandl, similarly recalled in 1946:


The conditions were unbearable and I had to shake my head that this was possible, especially since I was used to having a clean camp in Ravensbrück. I did not believe my eyes – terrible conditions! About 7,000 women were cooped up in it, in such a state of exhaustion and apathy that they didn’t care about life and showed it, as a result the entire camp was one huge manure pit.


The terrain didn’t have sewage and one was walking in boggy ground up to the knees – the soil was clay and one sank into the ground and could barely free oneself, there were no floors in the blocks, so they were wet and muddy and one could sense a catastrophic lack of water. All along the blocks and outside, corpses were lying around.29


The non-Jewish Austrian prison doctor Ella Lingens-Reiner, arrested in October 1942 as a result of offering refuge to Jews after the Anschluss, wrote vividly of the ‘walking skeletons’ she saw in Birkenau when she arrived there four months later ‘wrapped in dirty, ragged striped prisoners’ clothes’. Reiner, allowed to work as a doctor in the camp, described ditches by the camp street, full of dirt, bowls and food remains, which were also used as a toilet. She also remembered the desperate fight for a tiny amount of water to drink or wash.30


The women arrived with pails, mugs and bottles, shouting and jostling each other to get their turn at the water. The result was that none of it reached the latrine ditches, and the sewage system was blocked. From time to time one of the prefects would come and strike at the women with a stick to drive them off. The whole thing was incredibly brutal, yet it was impossible to condemn either the women who were kicking at one another or the ‘guardians’ of the latrine. It is dreadful to be without water; it is impossible to let people take away all the water while faeces are piling up in the ditches.31


At the time of Mandl’s transfer to Birkenau, nothing was ready for the guards. Many of them had to live in the upstairs of the Stabsgebaüde, a main staff building in Auschwitz I, while work was completed on the large dormitory-style building just outside the perimeter of the new women’s camp approximately 3 km away. For some of the younger guards, this was their first time away from home and the support from those who were older created a familial bond between them. Mandl and a few other higher-ranking guards enjoyed their own rooms and more space in separate quarters. But a few months after her arrival at Auschwitz, Mandl procured a private villa nearby where she lived in considerable comfort and was able to receive visits from friends and family. During her trial, witnesses spoke of orgies in Mandl’s richly furnished villa, ‘orgies which became especially wild after “good” executions, when Mandl would beat up and whip the women’.32
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