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This book is dedicated to the children who didn’t have the good fortune to survive the hell of Birkenau, and to my two mothers, to whom I owe my life.










27 January 2022


Introduction by Pope Francis


I am happy that the book by Lidia, survivor of Auschwitz-Birkenau extermination camp, is coming out on International Day of Commemoration. The hope is that this work will help us to remember what happened. Remembering is indeed an expression of humanity; remembering is a sign of civilization; remembering is the condition for a better future of peace and brotherhood. The words I said at the General Audience on 28 January 2021 still apply today: ‘Remembering is being careful because these things could happen again, beginning with ideological proposals intended to save a people and ending by destroying a people and humanity: we must be attentive to how this path of death, of extermination and brutality began.’


When, on 26 May 2021, I briefly greeted Lidia in the San Damaso Courtyard, I wanted to kiss the arm tattooed with the number imposed upon her in Auschwitz-Birkenau: 70072. It was a simple gesture of reconciliation, so that the memory of the past may be kept alive, and so that we may learn from the dark pages of history so as not to repeat it, so as never to make the same mistakes again. So we go on trying tirelessly to cultivate justice, to increase harmony and maintain integration, to be instruments of peace and builders of a better world. In this way we advance the mission of Lidia, who said a year ago that ‘the mission I have chosen and which I will take forward for as long as I live and remember is to talk about what happened to me’. And again: ‘To tell it above all to the young, so that they never allow such a thing to happen again.’










Message from Liliana Segre, Holocaust survivor



Lidia’s story is a fragment of the concentration-camp universe; the damned place is Birkenau; the events related are a game of dice with death. It is set against the most unspeakable background of the tragedies of the twentieth century. This is Year Zero of civilization.


Why are we still talking about it? Out of duty: the duty of memory. Now and always, like a mantra of the third millennium. The key word is memory, that special category which, if used well, allows us to keep democracy in good health. Those who forget, on the other hand, are more exposed to the dangers of violence and intolerance.


But how do we vaccinate ourselves against the ‘virus of hate’?


By studying history and applying the constitution from which everything derives.


I wish the boys and girls who browse these pages a good future, free from the shadow of the past – a time that doesn’t pass for someone like me, who still feels a little bit drowned and a little bit saved.










Message from Sami Modiano, Holocaust survivor



I was very moved to meet someone like Lidia, and couldn’t help hugging her!


Her story is like my own – one of loneliness and the terrible experience of those extermination camps, torn from her mother’s hands at only three years old, facing the uncertainty of what was to come.


So many things bring us together in the painful experience of our past, but the desire not to surrender to it has helped us to overcome the obstacles of life.


The wound remains, but just as Lidia found her mother after many years and told her dramatic story, I too found a person who looked after me and who has always been close to me: my wife Selma. Lidia’s book must remain as an example of life: strength, courage, perseverance in goodness, love of one’s neighbour and no more wars!


After being silent for so many years, like her I too have decided to speak, to externalize my experience and to leave my message: ‘Never again.’










1


JUST A FEW FLASHES. LIKE LIGHTNING BOLTS in the darkness of a night far off in time and yet as close as if it were yesterday. They have accompanied me for decades, since I was deported with my mother to the extermination camp.


I’m almost four. She is twenty-two.


She is holding me in her arms when we leave the train at Birkenau. It is December 1943. It is freezing cold. The snow falls like ice. The wind whips us. Desolation all around us. I look at the reddish-brown carriage in which we have travelled crammed together for days, our legs numb, with the feeling that we could die at any moment. There is a powerful temptation to board the train again. A moment ago, all I wanted was to get off the train, to get some oxygen and air. Now I don’t; I want to get back on board. Go back. Go home.


I remember a tight embrace. My mother covering my face. Or perhaps I’m trying to plunge my face into her chest, already much thinner after a journey that seemed endless. The train constantly sped up and slowed down. Long stops in unfamiliar landscapes.


Some German soldiers divide the new arrivals into two rows. A few dozen yards behind us, others are keeping watch from the top of a brick tower. We end up in the row on the right. Many go to the left, however, chosen from the oldest, probably the ones who are considered the frailest and weakest. There are few clues as to how it will end up. There are no words; only resignation. They lack the energy to revolt in any way. There isn’t enough strength to make any kind of rebellion effective.


I smell bad, and so does my mother. And so does everyone who has just got off the train. And yet that smell is the only friendly, familiar thing in an alien world. Where have we ended up? No one speaks; no one offers any explanations. We are here and that’s that.


The barking of the dogs is something I have never forgotten. Even today, when a dog barks in the street, my mind goes back there, to that pier suspended between snow and wind as the soldiers shout in an unknown language. Often the SS men – I will learn that that’s what they’re called – return to me in sleep, in dreams that seem real. And which wake me up suddenly in the depths of the night, sweating, terrified, trembling. They shout and I don’t understand the meaning of their words. Then there’s the spitting, contemptuous laughter, eyes filled with hate.


The animals are kept on leads. They foam at the mouth, held back by the whips of the Germans. They enjoy pushing them towards us and the dogs bare their teeth, rise up on their back legs without realizing that the prey they have in front of them have already surrendered. They are already dead.


My mother is brutally separated from me, like other mothers from other children. Cries and weeping. She is taken away, I don’t know where. I see her again shortly afterwards, shaven and completely naked. She hasn’t a single hair on her head. This must be when I, too, have my head shaved, my own clothes taken away and replaced. I don’t remember this happening; I just remember how my mother hugs me. And smiles. I remember, she smiles at me as if to say: don’t worry, everything’s fine. I ask her: where did your braids go? She doesn’t reply. And Grandpa and Grandma? Where did they go? She still doesn’t answer.


We look towards the back of the camp. Black smoke comes from two chimneys. I will find out in due course that they are the outlets for the flames in the ovens of the crematoria. Soot that covers the sky. Soot which, they will tell me, clogs the lungs of the Polish citizens who live in the nearby area, beyond Oświęcim, beyond the Vistula. The stench of burnt meat. The smell of death. We don’t say anything. No one says anything. The Poles breathe it in too, unable to react. We can only guess at what’s happening. I understand something bad has happened to my grandparents.


Beyond the chimneys there’s barbed wire. Beyond the barbed wire, bare trees. A plain that disappears into the unknown. I wish I could be out there; I wish I could run towards freedom, far, as far as possible. Freedom is so close, and yet at the same time so unattainable. I’m told that some people tried to climb the wire. And they were electrocuted. Others were machine-gunned just before they could escape.


Today I try to reconstruct all the things that happened to me. At the age of over eighty I can’t say whether the flashes that appear in my memory like sharpened blades are the product of my real experiences or what friends who survived, a few years older than me, have told me, years later, that they went through along with me. The only certainty is that I was there; I have been there. My memories and the stories told by other people are superimposed upon one another until they become jumbled up together. And I can no longer fully distinguish what is mine and what is theirs. But there’s nothing I can do about it. And so it goes.


When I entered the camp I was very young. When I left I was already four years old, turning five. I was one of the children who spent the longest time in there, perhaps one of the youngest ones who managed to survive, to save herself. Sometimes I can’t help wondering: was I too young to be able to tell my story today? Hard to say. What is certain is that thirteen months in Birkenau will leave deep marks whatever your age. Those days, months, years are a wound that has always gone with me and which will, I know, go with me until the end of my days. And the fact that I don’t remember everything in perfect order only intensifies the pain of that wound. I am not fully aware of all the abuses to which I was subjected. And yet they existed. And yet they exist. They live inside me, in my subconscious. They are my travelling companions. Unwieldy and present at the same time. They influence my days. My silences. My smiles followed by moments of sadness. Birkenau never dies. Birkenau is an indelible part of what I have been through. It is a monster that goes on talking, communicating its unspeakable experience.


I realize this in retrospect, after every meeting in which I am called upon to bear witness, to travel the world telling the story of what I have been through. Every time I find myself saying something I hadn’t said before. Details buried in my mind return to the surface and find new words that surprise me first of all, then my family members and those who love me: you’ve never told me that before. I know, I reply. It’s always been inside me but only now has it found a way to come out. I really think that it’s because I was a child in Birkenau. Children store things up, sometimes they hide them, at other times they get confused, but they don’t forget, ever. And when they grow up they relive what happened to them with new kinds of awareness. What the mind buries does not die. It comes back to life. It returns to life over time. And often it achieves full awareness of what happened only after years, decades even. That’s how it is for many people. And that’s how it is for me.


What was done to me in those long months in prison? My body experienced things, my mind stored them up and then it also buried them. And still, year after year, it has released them, as the sea gives up its wreckage.


I often think of my spirit. I compare it to an ancient glacier melting. In Birkenau, the freezing cold covered everything: emotions, feelings, words. And then, slowly, the ice made way for different seasons. The temperature outside gradually became milder. And what was once covered over is now coming back to light.


Having to come to terms with all this is far from easy. It is my life’s task. Arduous but also indispensable. I do it for myself, of course. But I also do it for everyone else, for my friends and acquaintances, for my friends’ friends, for people I don’t know but who are part of the same human family as I am. I want to be clear, I want to set out as completely as I can what I think: the darkness of the camps is not archived once and for all. The hatred that fed those places is always lying in wait; it can re-emerge at any time. One has to be particularly careful with memory, with the story of what has been. What was the point of the winters in the extermination camps? What if not at least to ensure that humanity might become aware of its darkest side and to do its very best to avoid the same thing rising up again, having a voice, having citizenship, energy, a life force? What is the point of Birkenau, and what is the point of all the extermination camps if not to ensure that darkness does not envelop us again?


I read in the papers about new kinds of anti-Semitism. For those who, like me, experienced the camps, it seems impossible and yet vital. Because for us survivors of the camps they are not events of decades ago; they are things that happened yesterday, a few hours ago; they are infernos from which we have just escaped. They are here, around the corner, and we have just managed to dodge them, to change direction. So it’s always possible to fall back into them.


What was the mistake that was made before the camps opened? Giving citizenship to words of hostility that were beyond all logic, but that were suddenly granted legitimacy. It’s still like that today. We are beginning to allow words that bear the whiff of hatred, division, exclusion. When I hear them in the mouths of politicians I find I can’t breathe. Here, in my Europe, in my home, those terrible words. It’s right now, at moments like this, that the darkness can fall upon me again. We will never forget it.


My mother was a very beautiful woman. On the train to hell she had long fair hair in braids. She was strong, athletic and proud of her origins. Belarussian, a descendant of the Slavic tribes of the East. A partisan, resisting all invaders, she capitulated only when she was captured by the Nazis late in 1943. But in the camp she went on fighting; she went on resisting. In Birkenau her strategy was one of silence. In the forests of Belorussia, she talked, she issued orders, she organized the defence of our people. She was an active presence. In Birkenau, on the other hand, she did the opposite. She stopped talking. She faked indifference towards the enemy. And most of all she learned to creep.


From her barrack to mine – I have realized recently when I have gone back to visit that place of death – there was a distance of only about fifty metres. There was a third barrack in between. She risked it from time to time. And she came to find me. Posted on a wooden tower was a German clutching a rifle. He observed every movement and anyone who made a mistake would come to a bad end. If he saw her creeping, it would be the end: a shooting squad or the gas chamber were inevitable. But she came out anyway. She plunged into the darkness. She hid among the grass and mud. She crept. Fearlessly, she crept.


What I remember above all about our meetings are the hugs. There was no food. And yet every now and again she managed to bring me onions. I ate them a little bit at a time, first put in my mouth by her emaciated fingers, then all alone in the darkness of night. Sometimes between my teeth I would find dirt, soil. There was no water to clean the onions. They were eaten just as they are, not wasting the tiniest bit. I didn’t share them with anyone. One instinct guided me above all: the instinct to survive. Perhaps it’s a terrible thing to admit, but that’s how things were. And the same was true of the other children. It was an animal instinct, fierce and brutal. That was what we had become. It was what we were. In Birkenau, it’s what united us.


I admit that I struggle to remember much of what we said to one another. There must have been conversations. But of those I remember only a few phrases, among them one that I said to her and which goes more or less like this: please don’t just leave me onions; leave me your hands too, to keep me company in the dark.


The nights in the camp were terrible: the terror of the darkness, the sense of being abandoned, of being lost for ever.


My mother’s hands were dirty, gaunt. They clutched at tufts of grass as she crept through the darkness. Sometimes they groped in the mud – her black nails in the rain-drenched earth, feeling their way, a few feet at a time.


When she was sure she hadn’t been seen, she would steal from her own barrack to the children’s barrack, mine, the one reserved for the guinea pigs of Dr Josef Mengele. She searched for me among the wooden tiers that served as beds. Each bunk had three, placed one above the other along the rectangular perimeter of the barrack. And in there we too were on top of one another, crammed together like ants. I learned early on that it was better to be in the top bunk, the one closest to the ceiling, where the filth of your companions was less likely to fall on you. Still, I didn’t always manage to get that one, and sometimes I had to settle for being in the middle. Other times I was obliged to stay at the bottom, on the level closest to the floor. I know what awaited me there: a stinking pile of filth. I silently accepted everything. Weeping or complaining could be read as a sign of weakness, and would inevitably lead to the end. In Birkenau, you always had to show that you were strong and resolute, not arrogant but alive nonetheless.


My mother came looking for me.


She whispered my name from bunk to bunk.


Luda? she asked in a low voice.


If no one answered, she carried on.


And again she came and asked, Luda?


She must have come looking for me every now and again. Even if only to hold my hands and check that I was still there. That while she was at her forced labour Dr Mengele hadn’t taken me away and killed me. Or at least that I had come back to the barrack alive. Damaged perhaps, but alive.


Of course there was no shortage of desperate days. The ones when she came to the barrack and didn’t find me. When I wasn’t on the wooden boards. She dropped to the brick floor, the only luxury that the adult detainees managed to obtain for our barrack from the SS. Like the others, our barrack had no foundations, but it did have the advantage of a real floor. My mother slipped past the drawings that some of us had done on the damp grey walls. I was nowhere to be found. It was as if I’d disappeared. Then she was told that Mengele had taken me the day before. She left in despair, and came back the next day. Still nothing. She still couldn’t find me. On the third day she saw me, apparently unconscious, on one of the boards. I seemed to be in a coma, lying on my back, my body as transparent as glass. Mengele must have stayed his hand, and by some miracle I didn’t die.


My mother caressed me, tried to bring me back to life. There wasn’t much she could do. But I managed to survive, to wake up in spite of everything. A miracle of life amid days of death and desolation.


Thirteen months spent in Birkenau meant experiencing the cold of winter twice, and at other times the sweltering heat of continental European summer. And then the spring, which, in spite of the flowers growing around the camp, among the grass and the ashes of the cremated bodies, could not give us hope. And last it was autumn, bringing the smell of an ending, of death, of the returning cold, the days that promised no future.


I never fully explored the source of the onions, although in retrospect I did have an idea. No food was grown in Birkenau. But my mother was a young and healthy woman and every day she was taken outside the enclosure, past the ovens of the crematoria, to dig the river-bed. Men and women in terrible physical condition were forced to repair dykes along the river, to clear ponds and cut reeds and canes that grew in the surrounding area. The village of Harmęże, not far from the camp, had been cleared by the Nazis. They built a poultry farm there, and produced food to feed the SS. Prisoners sometimes managed to steal some of that food. But I don’t think my mother’s few onions came from those thefts, so small and yet so important, but from the generosity of Poles who lived near the camp. She herself didn’t give me too many explanations. Take them, she said, as she offered me the pilfered goods. And I obeyed without question.


My meetings with her, as the war intensified, gradually became rarer and rarer. The same was true of the words that she whispered in my ear, trying not to let anyone hear them, not to attract attention. She asked me insistently to say my name to her, how old I was, where I came from. She wanted me to learn those things so that if she didn’t make it, I wouldn’t forget who I was – so I wouldn’t forget my origins, so I wouldn’t forget her, my mother, who brought me into the world, who was the first to kiss me, to cuddle me, to love me. And so that I could tell whoever found me along the way. My name is Lyudmila, Luda to my family. I’m five years old. I come from Belarus, I repeated towards the end of our incarceration. She promised me that sooner or later she would take me away. She promised me that it would all soon be over and we would return to our forests, to our land, to our beloved village. But day followed day and nothing changed. The scene that we had witnessed was repeated: the deportees divided into two rows; most of them going to die, a minority surviving. Anyone who tried to rebel was executed on the spot. The Germans were animals, it seemed to us. Just animals. Sometimes they would strip us naked in front of them. Children, women, men, all naked in front of their eyes. They weren’t aware that we didn’t feel shame. You can’t feel shame in front of animals. Naked or clothed, it made no difference to any of us.


When my mother went back to her barrack, I curled up in my own world. A world made up of a silence, my own, which I soon came to understand as the only possible response that we could give to our jailers. Silence was my only chance of survival. I learned it instinctively, without anyone telling me or explaining anything. I had no teachers inside the camp; I had no friends; I had nothing. I was alone with my instincts. I didn’t make a sound even when a rat ran over my legs in search of food. When a little boy beside me groaned in the depths of the night and suddenly died. When I was attacked by fleas and ticks. When the SS came and grabbed me to take me to Mengele. It was a silence in which I tried to disappear so as not to die. A silence that I made my own even in the presence of my mother, her face desperate in spite of her attempts to look serene and calm and give me strength. I didn’t want to appear weak in her eyes. I didn’t want to make her suffer. And I didn’t want to suffer either.


I didn’t weep; I didn’t shout; I didn’t ask for anything. I learned to stifle all my feelings. They were alive within me, but they didn’t have the right to existence or expression. Anyone who went through a major trauma was either overcome by madness or learned apathy. I chose the latter. The world was passing me by. I just survived, waiting for better times.


When I was seized by longing for my mother, for my father who had stayed in Belarus, for my grandparents who had disappeared in the camp, I stamped it down. I couldn’t cry; I couldn’t laugh; I couldn’t feel anything. My face turned to marble, rigid. And my spirit was the same.


I didn’t fully understand what Birkenau was; I didn’t know exactly why I was here, why some of us were being killed, why there were no games, smiles, hugs. Why every now and again they would line us up in single file outside the barrack. Why some of us children were selected, taken away and brought to Mengele. I didn’t understand most of the things that happened, but rooted deep within me was the intuition that my task was to live, not to die.


Years after Birkenau a journalist asked me if I hated the SS. If I hated the Germans, their words, their uniforms, their evil and violence. If I hated the people who had stolen my childhood. I said no. Luda was, in fact, a little girl who couldn’t hate because she couldn’t love either. She couldn’t feel anything. I had numbed myself so that I could survive the pain, the fear, the absurdity of the world into which I had suddenly been plunged.


In Birkenau I didn’t hate; I didn’t love; I had no friends or playmates. I had nothing. I tried to stay out of trouble. I fled from everything; I fled the pain that surrounded me, and by doing that I also escaped to a place within myself. And even today it is this child who comes alive in me. So much so that Luda still struggles to allow herself any feelings, even all these years later. She still tends to hide them. She still believes that she must only survive, that she mustn’t show what she feels, what she desires, because her task is to resist and to merely live another day. Even though I must admit that bearing witness helps me. Telling stories helps others to understand what happened, helps the world not to forget, but for me it also involves reliving that period of my life. And at the same time I understand that it wasn’t my fault that I had no feelings in the camp. It was a necessary form of defence, the only one possible. That’s what Luda was: the little girl who did not know how to – indeed, could not – hate. And who could not love either.


I believed in my mother. I believed in her last words before she set off on the death march towards Bergen-Belsen: remember what your name is and where you come from because I will come back and take you away from here. It was the end of 1944. I will later discover that at that moment Soviet forces were advancing through Poland towards Birkenau and Auschwitz. Liberation was close. The Germans had understood that their time was up, and had decided to transfer the inmates to other camps in Germany. The trains arrived. They were loaded up. First destination: Wodzisław Śląski, then they would push on ahead, into the heart of Germany. My mother was destined for Bergen-Belsen.


She came to my barrack for a last farewell. She was agitated, worried that she wouldn’t be able to see me again. She had no idea what was going to happen to her. And neither did I. We had somehow survived, even though we were surrounded by enemies. For months, at any moment, we could have been killed for the most futile reasons. By a miracle, it hadn’t happened. A fate that was both ineffable and also blind, unfair in its randomness, saved us. We were spared despite not having any particular merit. But everything was still in the balance. Anything could happen.


I remember her eyes from that last meeting. They looked at me with love and despair. She held my head in her hands as she looked me straight in the eyes and kissed me. I was her daughter; I was her heart; I was her love. I remember her words. I repeated them for days after she left. Remember what your name is and where you come from. I am Luda Boczarowa, I am five years old, I come from Belarus. My maternal grandparents came to Birkenau with me, transported in that big red-brown carriage. On the tracks they were immediately taken away and gassed. They died in a few minutes. My father was taken away by the Russian army before the deportation. My mother was brought to Birkenau with me and then sent towards Bergen-Belsen. Still on the tracks, Dr Mengele chose me. I was small, but in perfect health. I looked older than I was. I was left alone in the camp. My mother wasn’t there. She left before the liberation. The Germans have left now too. I have been left alone, but I swear to myself and I swear to God: as long as I live I will look for her; I will try to join her again, to hug her tightly as we did the last time. And I will say the only thing that matters: I love you, Mama.
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