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PRAISE FOR SIGGI B. WILZIG AND

UNSTOPPABLE


“Siggi was someone who would look at the Himalayan mountains and say,
    ‘I can climb that.’ ”

—Rodgin Cohen, Esq., senior chair, Sullivan & Cromwell

“Siggi understood a truth that often escapes experts in the world of finance: Human nature is the greatest determinant of market trends. For someone with so little education, and no formal business background, his achievements after liberation are as breathtaking as his survival itself. A fascinating read, deeply moving and illuminating.”

—Nouriel Roubini, professor of economics and international finance, Stern School of Business, New York University

“Hard work, intuition, and faith helped guide Siggi through the horrors of Auschwitz to the upper echelons of the business world. Though he never escaped the trauma of his memories, his experiences will now educate and inspire others.”

—Marc Leder, co-CEO, Sun Capital

“Siggi’s life story is a David and Goliath saga that reminds us what one individual can do—a unique, mesmerizing biography.”

—Michael Berenbaum, former president, Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation, former chair, US Holocaust Memorial Museum

“This book details the incredible story of Siggi Wilzig, a man who defied the odds and survived the hell of Nazi death camps and built a legacy in America. It teaches us hope and provides inspiration in times of trouble.”

—Dani Dayan, former consul general of Israel in New York

“A powerful and moving narrative… Siggi was a towering Jew, a role model for the ages… a staggering success story and an amazing American.”

—Rabbi Abraham Cooper, associate dean, global director, Ed Snider Social Action Institute, Simon Wiesenthal Center

“This book is a wake-up call to the threat of Holocaust denial and a gripping, powerful account of one of the most successful entrepreneurs and philanthropists in America—an extraordinary life.”

—Harley Lippman, former chair, board of trustees, the American Jewish Congress, founder/CEO, Genesis 10

“After his liberation from Nazi death camp Mauthausen, Siggi Wilzig worked for the US Army Counter Intelligence Corps and collected evidence which I used to bring war criminals to justice. As a liberator of various concentration camps, and a US prosecutor at the Nuremberg Trials, I can confirm the authenticity of the horrors Siggi described. His survival and success after coming to America will be an inspiration to all readers.”

—Benjamin B. Ferencz, chief prosecutor, Nuremberg, Einsatzgruppen Trial

“A tower of strength, a strong warrior who believed in helping people. Humanity needs men like Siggi B. Wilzig in order to stay human.”

—Congressman Frank J. Guarini

“A story of struggle and triumph… his legacy will be forever remembered.”

—Senior Senator Robert Menendez

“He taught all of us that you don’t have to be a victim of circumstances. May we one day inhabit a world where more people live by his example.”

—Congressman Donald M. Payne

“Given his lack of any formal education, Siggi’s business acumen was incredible, and his life was a testament to human endurance—heroic and unparalleled.”

—Marc Bell, managing partner, Marc Bell Capital

“Siggi had the heart of a boxing champion. He took on all comers, dodged lethal blows, came back again and again, and refused to quit. You’ve got to read this story. It’s a knockout.”

—Yuri Foreman, World Boxing Association super welterweight titleholder (2009-10)
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FOREWORD

I have been teaching about the Holocaust for over forty years and frequently invite Holocaust survivors to speak to my students. Among them have been a Jew who grew up in Germany and witnessed the rise of the Third Reich, a Jew who ended up in a ghetto and described the terrible hardships of life in that hellhole, a survivor of death camp Auschwitz-Birkenau who described the world’s largest killing field, and someone who survived in hiding who explained the terrible psychological trauma of being separated from family and forced to adopt a new identity. No matter how intellectually stimulating and challenging my lectures are, presentations by survivors are what my students remember best. Many of my students have never met a survivor before, and it is always an awe-inspiring experience for them.

This book comes at a particularly critical time as, sadly, those who can speak most convincingly about the Holocaust are all but gone. That is why videotaped interviews, memoirs, and biographies of survivors, such as this one of Siggi Wilzig, are so important. All those who survived Auschwitz as Siggi did and who witnessed people being tortured, beaten, and murdered have an important history to relate; yet this book does something that many other memoirs and biographies fail to do, and that adds to its significance. Namely, it includes the subject’s post-Holocaust experiences. What was it like for Siggi to rebuild his life? How did he manage? What was it like to raise children whose relatives had nearly all been murdered in concentration camps? Where did he find the confidence to achieve what he did? How did he learn to experience joy again? Was he able to still believe in God?

What happened to Siggi after liberation is an important part of the miracle of his survival. Not everyone who came out of that dark time had the wherewithal to start anew, having lost everything and everyone. Siggi rose from the ashes, never gave up, and always moved forward. To be sure, like many other survivors, Siggi suffered from emotional scars and foibles. He was, after all, human. Yet he also emerged with the intent of leaving his mark on this world, with a love of life, with the desire to make a difference, and he did all that in an extraordinary fashion.

Still, he carried with him an enduring concern that the antisemitism at the root of the Holocaust was back with a vengeance. He was enraged, as every decent person should be, at the offenses of Holocaust deniers. He worried that, due to their propaganda, people would forget the past and fall prey to the hatred that was its foundation stone. Sadly, today we see that Siggi’s fears were not unfounded.

This biography brings the reader into the totality of its subject’s extraordinary life and leaves us marveling at the remarkable accomplishments of this man.

Deborah E. Lipstadt, Ph.D.






INTRODUCTION

There will likely never again be a businessman like Siggi B. Wilzig, the only survivor of Nazi concentration camps Auschwitz and Mauthausen to come to America, poor and uneducated, and rise from cleaning sweatshop toilets to becoming CEO of a New York Stock Exchange–listed oil company and a multibillion-dollar commercial bank. That he did so in two of postwar America’s most antisemitic industries makes his achievements even more astonishing.

Most takeovers of publicly traded companies are led by American-born, Ivy League–educated men from affluent families with master’s degrees in business. Siggi was an unskilled laborer armed with only a grammar-school education, a foreigner who arrived from Europe with $240 in his pocket and made his first dollar in America shoveling snow.

Everyone interviewed for this book agreed on one point: no one had ever known anyone even remotely like him. While all acknowledged the miracle of his having survived years of suffering during the Holocaust, what interviewees emphasized was how he overcame that tragic history to become a powerful force in American business. He stood less than five and a half feet tall, yet people described him as a towering figure who had no fear of formidable opponents. One former colleague compared his achievements to those of David, the diminutive warrior whose agility and precision brought down the giant Goliath to become King of Israel, and suggested Siggi’s triumph over his antisemitic enemies was no less astonishing than that of his biblical counterpart.

Judging by recordings of Siggi’s public talks, he also possessed King David’s inspired voice. Siggi exercised an oratory ability described by more than one former associate as “Shakespearean.” When, for instance, he was invited to be the first Holocaust survivor to address the officers and cadets of the United States Military Academy at West Point, as reported in the New York Times, his talk was “vivid” and “personal” and conveyed the horrors of Auschwitz with such eloquence that students and seasoned veterans wept. His voice, clear and precise despite a noticeable German accent, rose and fell with the emotion of the moment. He knew when to lift a finger for emphasis, when to pause, when to grip the sides of a podium, and when to lean toward listeners for greater intimacy. Siggi spoke the way he lived—with all his being, attentive to detail, focused on educating his audience—and listeners departed from these encounters inspired as deeply by the man as by his message.

Customers, friends, and business associates described him with the kind of enthusiasm reserved for world leaders, with superlatives such as “unforgettable,” “a volcano,” and “a genius,” while others called him “an irresistible force of nature” and “the most brilliant man I’ve ever met.” No one failed to mention the one descriptive they knew meant more to him than all others combined: Holocaust survivor.

While creating an accurate account of Siggi’s Holocaust experiences was daunting, the greater challenge was piecing together his metamorphosis after liberation into a memorable figure in postwar American business. Every associate, competitor, and employee interviewed had a favorite Siggi story to share, and each astonishing, frequently hilarious, occasionally shocking story contributed to the portrait of a complex man for whom the value of life was found in dreaming impossible dreams and fighting unbeatable foes.

Siggi was fearless; no opponent was too big. When, for instance, the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve—the central banking system of the US government—coerced him into divesting either his oil and gas company or his bank, Siggi sued: the first person in history to sue the Federal Reserve. It was a war he could not win, but what made the fight memorable was his passion for righteous battle. To this day, a half-century later, that landmark case is still studied in law schools.

There is much about Siggi’s life that was exclusive to those who emerged from Hitler’s camps. Yet in this immigrant-survivor’s unstoppable effort to overcome a bitter past and build a brighter future, we find a message that is universal, inspiring, and quintessentially human.






CHAPTER 1 Vows


On the morning of December 12, 1947, in one of the coldest winters America had ever known, passengers on the ocean liner SS Marine Fletcher crowded the deck to gape at the Statue of Liberty extending her torch of freedom three hundred feet into the sky, her face turned toward incoming ships. “In America, life is golden,” they sang with arms linked, “flowers are more beautiful and life is so much better.…” It had taken the 36,600-ton steamer thirteen days to make the journey from Bremerhaven, Germany.

Twenty-one-year-old Siegbert Wilzig had been nauseous, vomiting, and losing weight for most of the two-week ocean journey. Hearing the cheers, he climbed weakly to the top deck and took a deep breath. The fresh air was a relief after the bad smells of so many people cramped together on the deck below. Winter had thrown a silver net of snow and clouds behind the Statue of Liberty; no buildings obstructed his view, and Lady Liberty’s oxidized green body glowed in the morning haze. The Marine Fletcher’s engines pulsed, and the deck trembled beneath his feet. Statistics compiled after liberation indicated that nearly all Jews deported to Auschwitz died within four months of arrival. But here he was, alive and in America after having spent nearly two years in that concentration camp.

Steamships were too big to dock at Ellis Island, so harbor lights guided the Marine Fletcher to anchor a mile away by the Verrazzano Narrows. Ferries arrived portside, where the crew received passengers clutching weathered suitcases and shuttled them to Ellis Island for immigration processing.

Siegbert was young, but he knew from his years in concentration camps that appearances could mean the difference between life and death. With a little money earned after liberation he had purchased a fashionable fedora, winter coat, and dress pants, and he managed to enter the processing room looking dignified despite the grueling journey across the Atlantic. Windows in the one-story arrival hall were closed against the winter chill. Three-winged metal fans screwed to the wooden walls kept fetid air circulating. Paintings of American presidents behind glass enclosures decorated the processing hall. Siegbert stopped long enough to study his reflection and comb his thick black hair, which rose up from his scalp like a lion’s mane, into an obedient shape that added an inch or so to his diminutive height.

In his passport, immigration officials noted the government special status stamp, which he had earned working for the US Counter Intelligence Corps, and waved him through. Siegbert—who later changed his name to Siggi Bert Wilzig, which he considered less European and easier to pronounce—scanned the crowd waiting behind a wooden barrier that separated America from the rest of the world. There on the other side was his older sister, Jenny, who of all the Wilzig siblings most resembled their late beloved mother. Seeing his sister revived memories of spring 1936 when he, Jenny, and the rest of their family had fled attacks by antisemites in their West Prussian village of Krojanke, Germany.1 After dark, the Wilzigs climbed into an open wagon and made their way to Berlin, where cousins arranged rooms for them in a three-story apartment building at Georgenkirchplatz 20 near the public square called Alexanderplatz.

Once his family was settled in their new home, Siegbert borrowed his brother Erwin’s bicycle and conducted reconnaissance around Berlin. By listening in on conversations in cafés, he learned that some people were managing to escape Europe by securing exit visas. Siegbert visited a dozen consulates, looking for back entrances and open windows in his mission to steal the necessary documents. At one consulate, he watched a woman in the last stages of pregnancy push her way past police lines and run inside. Consulates were safe zones—not subject to German law—and a child born there was eligible for emigration. This woman was desperate to save her child’s life, even if it meant giving birth in the washroom of a government building.

Over the next several weeks, Siegbert risked his life scaling embassy walls, breaking into offices, and gathering up rubber stamps. With the stolen tools, he forged three visas. He offered two to his parents, but his mother, Sophie, declined. “I was born here,” she told him, “and I will die here.” Siegbert gave her visa to his older brother, Joe, who had been a prisoner in concentration camp Dachau but managed to get released. Siegbert figured Joe was already a marked man and needed to get out of Germany quickly. In his youth, Joe had been a boxer, and some letters in the Wilzig archive suggest Siegbert may have written on the visa form that it was being issued for “sports competitions.”

His sister Jenny was pregnant, and Siegbert insisted that she and her husband, also named Joe, accept the two remaining visas. On June 10, 1940, as Hitler’s forces were marching into France, Belgium, and Holland, Jenny and Joe left Germany and settled in Shanghai, China. From Shanghai they later made their way to the Dominican Republic, where they were among eight hundred Jews who set up provisional homes in the northern town of Sosúa and eked out a living as dairy farmers.

Somewhere amid the English language books and magazines for sale in Sosúa’s tin-roofed shops, Jenny found a copy of the US Yellow Pages. She bought it for three dollars and searched for names of jewelry businesses, calculating that jewelers would have enough money to provide an affidavit of support for her and her husband. Under “Jewelers, Rhode Island,” she found the Jewish name Silverman and sent a letter explaining their situation. In the following weeks, they received a favorable reply from Mr. Silverman, who provided the necessary paperwork, and soon Jenny and Joe departed for the United States.

Now reunited on American shores, Jenny told Siegbert the tragic news that her five-year-old daughter, Margit, had died of smallpox in Shanghai before the journey to the Dominican Republic. Siegbert remembered watching hundreds of other children die, forced into gas chambers, their dead bodies later thrown into crematoria fires, and made a mental inventory of his family.2 He was alive. Jenny and her husband were alive. Their brothers, Joseph and Erwin, had survived. Everyone else was gone, including his four other siblings and their children. In years to come, he would calculate that fifty-nine family members had perished.

In a secret pocket of his suitcase, Siegbert had hidden two hundred and forty dollars. He dug into the pocket and pushed forty of the precious dollars into Jenny’s hands, telling her to buy a bus ticket, visit Mr. Silverman in Rhode Island, and offer thanks in person to the man who had helped her reach America. Jenny tried to turn down the gift, saying she had money of her own. Siegbert insisted she take the forty dollars and visit her benefactor. Offering appreciation was what polite people did, particularly Jews who were lucky enough to make it to America thanks to someone’s good graces.

In the two years since she and Joe had arrived in America, Jenny had found work in a sweatshop on Lorimer Street in Williamsburg, a refugee-crowded section of Brooklyn. In the assembly line of bowtie manufacturing, Jenny was a “turner.” She took silk ties with one side open and inserted a metal pointer, like a car antenna, under the seam and turned the bowties inside out. Once the sewing was done, she used the metal rod to turn it right-side out again, which hid the stitching. That was her job, six days a week, twelve hours a day.



Also waiting at the immigration gate to greet Siegbert was a representative from the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), recognizable by a white enamel badge in the buttonhole of her jacket and a navy-blue armband. HIAS had been around since 1881, but none of its efforts at resettling Jewish immigrants came close to what it faced in the aftermath of World War II. There were approximately 150,000 refugees who had managed to escape the Final Solution—the Nazi plan to exterminate the Jewish people—and make it to America, all needing a place to live. The HIAS official explained they had arranged for Siegbert to have a free room at Hotel Marseilles in Harlem for the first few months. His sister Jenny had invited him to stay with her, but the prospect of a space of his own appealed to him more than sharing his sister’s modest apartment. This was his entrance into America, and he would make it on his own terms. He kissed his sister goodbye and promised to call her once he was settled.

He walked out of the immigration building into the worst snowstorm in recent history and boarded a ferry that soon arrived on the Manhattan side. The snowstorm had become so intense that HIAS volunteers used sleds to move suitcases from the dock to waiting buses. Siegbert boarded a Greyhound bus and got off an hour later at 103rd Street and Broadway, where he entered the lobby of Hotel Marseilles. Since the stock market crash of 1929, the eleven-story Beaux Arts hotel, built of brick and limestone and crowned with a sloping mansard roof, had lost much of its charm. The forty-year-old building was now a dilapidated halfway house for refugees.

Gazing around the lobby he saw meeting areas, a recreation space, a medical examination room, and a kosher dining hall, meaning that the food served there respected Jewish dietary laws. Conversations were taking place in a dozen languages. He approached a bulletin board and read announcements inviting immigrants to receive free English lessons and attend screenings of films that would orient them to life in America. In one corner of the lobby a large map of the United States hung beneath a sign that read THIS IS HOW AMERICA LOOKS. Tacked to the wall were photographs of city scenes with ribbons stretching to the cities’ locations on the map. He watched arrivals line up in front of a table where volunteers distributed suits and dresses. Then the arrivals were escorted to their rooms. For many, it was the first time in years that they held a key to their own quarters.3



Siegbert looked out from his window, down onto pedestrians heading home through blinding snow. Amazement over being in America was quickly giving way to harsh realities.

“What now?” he wondered. He had nothing: no resources and no credentials. He spoke with a thick German accent, had only a grade-school education, stood five feet five and one-half inches short, and years of torture and starvation were still fresh in his mind. Yet here he was, still breathing, staring out the window at snow-covered New York streets. By comparison with the past, everything here was a paradise. The bus ride to Harlem from Ellis Island had been paradise. The neighborhood grocery stores, high-rise apartment buildings, and beer trucks were paradise. His smelly room in an overcrowded hotel with cockroaches scurrying across the scuffed hardwood floor, the heavy snowfall outside his window, the two hundred remaining dollars in his pocket—which would soon disappear if he didn’t find work—it was all paradise.

On the street below his window, weary pedestrians fought driving winds and six-foot-high snowdrifts, evoking for Siegbert harsh memories of other blinding storms, when starving men and women trudged forward on death marches wearing nothing more than thin prisoner uniforms. Traffic in the New York streets snarled and drivers honked their horns, impatient to get to wherever they were going. Even to a twenty-one-year-old newcomer like Siegbert, it was clear that Americans, who never knew the inside of a concentration camp, were alive in every sense, moving purposefully toward some vision of tomorrow. He liked that. He would do that, too: grasp opportunities and not allow the darkness of the past to rob him of a bright future.

In that seminal moment of his new life, Siegbert made three promises to himself. First, he would never go hungry again. Second, he would marry a Jewish woman, have children, and help rebuild the Jewish people. Third, he would preserve Holocaust memory and speak up whenever he witnessed injustice. He had no illusions about such vows. He knew better than to think he could change the world. Antisemitism would never go away and Jews would always be persecuted. That was just business as usual. Still, the Almighty had saved him, and now his job was to grab whatever scraps remained from the rubble of his life and cobble them back together into an edifice of yet-to-be-determined size and shape.



Staring down from the window of his room in Hotel Marseilles, Siegbert remembered a promise he had made after liberation. His best friend in Auschwitz had been a young man six years his senior named Lothar Nartelski. Siegbert had promised Lothar he would visit his parents once he reached America. Lothar had a sad history. He was born with one leg slightly shorter than the other. When he walked, he hobbled, which was sufficient in 1932 to disqualify him for an exit visa with his parents since most nations refused to accept refugees who were physically hampered or could not work. Lothar’s parents had no choice: if they were ever going to save their child, they had to leave Germany and arrange some other way to secure a visa for him. The Nartelskis left Lothar in the care of a sympathetic family, wept in fear for his future, then hurriedly boarded a boat for America. Sometime after arriving in New York, the Nartelskis changed their name to Nartel and moved into a home in the Bronx, a few subway stops from Hotel Marseilles.

HIAS officials in the hotel lobby explained to Siegbert how the New York subway system worked. He buttoned his overcoat against the cold, walked to the nearby subway entrance, put a nickel in the wooden turnstile, boarded the next train, and made his way to the end of the line, Van Cortlandt Park. He found the Nartels’ home and knocked, and Jacob Nartel’s wife, Katie, opened the door. The Nartels knew about Siegbert from letters their son had sent home, and when Siegbert introduced himself, Katie screamed.

“Oh my God! Jacob! It’s Siegbert! He’s here!”

“In those days people still opened their door to strangers,” Siggi recalled for an interviewer. “The Nartels had a small place, a three-room apartment that was typical German-Jewish, sparkling clean. Lothar’s father, Jacob, sold neckties. He sold everywhere, including barbershops and shoe stores, three ties here, five there, a dozen somewhere else. They were in shock seeing me, but what a fantastic dinner they gave me! They wanted to know everything—what happened, how their son survived, how I survived.”

Siegbert had not yet told anyone his story. What could the Nartels or anybody else possibly understand of concentration camps, of lice and filth, of torture and starvation and piles of dead bodies? The gap of understanding between those who had been there and those who had not was insurmountable. People in the 1940s were accustomed to movies about the war—Hollywood had been working that angle for years—but movies had a beginning and a middle and an end. There was no “end” for people who had survived the Holocaust. Still, Siegbert had made a promise to Lothar, whose visa had not yet come through, that he would find Lothar’s parents and tell them what happened, and here they were. They were entitled to know.

So, as he would do many years later for Steven Spielberg’s Shoah Foundation—a preeminent archive of survivor testimony—and as he would do in dozens of lectures for other organizations during his lifetime, he swallowed the pain and told them the story.4






CHAPTER 2 Chopped Jew Meat


Siegbert Wilzig was born on March 11, 1926, the second youngest of eight children born to Sophie Sommerfeld and Isidore Wilzig, who lived in the town of Krojanke in West Prussia, Germany. Both of Siegbert’s parents had been educated in the local secular primary schools. Isidore was a good-looking man with a sense of humor, a ready smile, and an interest in newspapers. His wife, Sophie, preferred books. By the time Siegbert was five years old, his mother had made her expectations of him clear: he was to do well in school and always keep kosher.

Like other Jewish families in Krojanke, the Wilzigs would sooner go hungry than eat non-kosher food or do business on the Sabbath. If, for instance, a customer knocked on the local jeweler’s door Friday after sundown when the Sabbath started, the jeweler would not answer, no matter how slow business had been for him that week.

In addition to attending regular school, Siegbert took classes twice a week at a nearby cheder, or religious school, where the local rabbi instructed children in the basics of Judaism and the Hebrew language.

Siegbert’s hometown lay at the easternmost extreme of German territory, about ten miles from a strip of land called the Polish Corridor. The Corridor had been carved out of Germany at the end of World War I by order of the Treaty of Versailles—an amputation of fully 13 percent of Germany’s territory. This loss of German land to Poland created a contempt for Poles among Krojanke’s Jews and non-Jews alike. The people of Krojanke also blamed the Poles for their town’s growing poverty, since the border change had led to a loss of trade. The town’s 3,500 citizens worked at the few remaining industries, namely clothing manufacturers, dye works, breweries, pottery workshops, and brick and tile factories. Siegbert’s father, Isidore, bought and sold scrap metal and pelts and made a modest living in a town whose real estate value was among the lowest in Germany.



Even at an early age, Siegbert operated with remarkable self-assurance. When he was six and just starting school, Christian boys from the village yelled in his face, “Go to Palestine, du kleine Jude Schweinehund! You little Jew bastard!” He stared up into their faces and yelled back, “You Christians—you can go to Rome!” then took off, fleeing down dirt roads, veering between houses and barber shops and racing into the forest before they could catch up with him.

On workdays, he jogged alongside his father Isidore’s wooden wagon on trips to neighboring farms. It galled him when ignorant, hateful farmers mocked his father and forced him to pay higher prices for their scrap metal and pelts because he was a Jew. One day, Siegbert and his father stopped at a farm about five miles from town. Outside a weathered wooden barn, a farmer stood watching them. At his feet were sheepskins bundled up and ready for market. While Isidore negotiated with the farmer over a price for the skins, Siegbert wandered closer to the barn and looked through an open window. He saw the farmer’s sons slaughtering pigs, sawing the carcasses into pieces and feeding the limbs and organs into a waist-high meat grinder. Siegbert made the mistake of walking into the barn for a closer look. The farmer’s sons looked up, grabbed him, lifted him up by his feet, and dangled him above the grinder’s serrated blade. “Now we make chopped Jew meat,” they laughed. When they finally dropped him to the ground, Siegbert ran screaming from the barn.

From then on, Siegbert avoided young people and kept company with adults. When school let out, he headed for the shops and haunts of Krojanke where men and women socialized, conducted business, and talked about grown-up matters. He studied their card games and learned to judge by their faces and gestures who held the good hands and who did not. His mother taught him her own insights into adult living, such as “never borrow money from a poor man,” and she nicknamed him “one who sniffs around the pot” for his grown-up curiosity. Village kids weren’t as kind. They called him “trough-sniffer”—pig—for sticking his nose into adult matters.

Despite the hardships, many Jews, including the Wilzigs, took great pride in their German ancestry. There had been Wilzigs in Germany for more than six generations, and like other Jews in the region, Siegbert’s father, Isidore, had been a soldier during World War I and thought of himself as a German first and a Jew second. That changed with Hitler’s rise to power in 1932. Rabbi Leo Baeck, addressing a gathering of Jewish organizations in 1933, declared, “The one-thousand-year history of German Jewry is at an end.”5 In the small towns and villages of Germany, Jews could no longer ignore the growing Nazi menace.



By 1936, it was impossible for Jews to do business in Krojanke. The Jew-haters were spreading rumors that this one or that one had made anti-Nazi remarks, and such fictionalized reports were sufficient grounds for the municipality to take over a Jew’s business. The Wilzigs fled to Berlin, as rumor had it that Jews still had a chance to make a living in the German capital. The Olympic Games would soon take place there, and with press in attendance and the world watching, Berliners, no matter how much they hated Jews, would have to be on their best behavior.

At first, the Wilzigs did indeed flourish after arriving in Berlin, doing business as clothing merchants. Siegbert attended classes in an elementary school with an enrollment of 1,500 Jewish children. After that, he took two years of trade school. Things changed when the German government began restricting all aspects of Jewish public and private life. By 1936, Jewish children were no longer allowed to attend school, and Siegbert’s schooling came to an abrupt end. Jewish businesses were shuttered or taken over, and Jewish men were sent to work in forced labor factories.

By 1938, the German army had conscripted most men capable of handling weapons. That left a workforce inadequate to meet the production needs of the German army. The police rounded up whoever remained, mainly the young and the old, put them to work as slave laborers in factories, and imposed severe consequences for not showing up or for failing to do a good job.

In 1943, sixteen-year-old Siegbert was in the middle of his night shift at the Weber Lamp Factory when an officer walked in and arrested him. The officer wore a brown wool jacket with wooden buttons, the standard uniform of regular local police, not the black clothes with shiny brass buttons worn by the SS, Hitler’s secret police. In Siegbert’s experience, most regular police weren’t registered Nazis, and for all he knew this guy was just a normal policeman doing his job. Besides, Siegbert calculated, if this guy was an SS officer, he would be taking Siegbert to the police station in a car. They were traveling by public trolley, past dark buildings and empty streets.

“I don’t want to shoot you,” the policeman said. “But if you run away, I’ll have to.”

“Yeah, word of honor,” Siegbert said. “Whatever you gotta do with me, you gotta do. I’m not going to embarrass you. You don’t have to shoot me. I’ll just sit here next to you,” and then he held out his greasy hand and the policeman shook it. Siegbert’s hands were dirty from the day’s labor. The Weber Lamp Factory didn’t make lamps anymore; the company had been converted to manufacture munitions to support the German war effort.

For the past two years, Siegbert had been working twelve-hour shifts, six days a week. Half the month he worked a daytime shift, the other half at night, mostly making aluminum mine casings to be shipped to German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s army in Africa.6 Siegbert’s job was to mount mine casings onto a motorized wheel that turned like a vertical lathe. As the casing turned, Siegbert pressed a hard steel chisel against the casing’s metal wall to make grooves for a cover. The chisel spit out sharp curly shavings and sometimes, hoping to slow down production, he dropped a handful of metal shavings into the hole where oil lubricated the lathe and occasionally that was enough to burn out the motor. He had to be very careful. If any of the non-Jewish workers saw him do it, they’d report him.

Siegbert wondered if maybe that’s why he was now under arrest. An attractive German Christian woman working next to him surely knew what he was up to. He hoped it wasn’t she who had reported him, since she left him bits of bread from time to time in a paper bag and he wanted to believe she was flirting with him, a sixteen-year-old’s fantasy of an affair with a woman twice his age. Before starting at the Weber factory, he had known a beautiful girl named Marian, whose family lived in a fancy Berlin suburb called Charlottenburg. Once a month on Sunday afternoons, Siegbert and Marian would spend intimate time together in the corner of a local Jewish cemetery where no one could find them. Then he thought about this other girl who worked near him in the Weber factory, a girl who always looked at him with adoring eyes and always wore a dark green overcoat—but this was no time to be thinking about girls.

The officer bent down and whispered in his ear, “You have a record.”

What record? Siegbert wondered. Having a record with the local police was sufficient excuse for a Jew to get deported from Berlin in 1943. Then he remembered that five years earlier, at age eleven, he got caught coming out of a movie house. Jews were forbidden to enter places of public entertainment.

In those days, Shirley Temple films drew huge crowds to theaters across Europe. Germans in particular couldn’t get enough of the blond-haired, blue-eyed American child wonder. German toymakers sold collectible Shirley Temple dolls. The Ross Verlag tobacco company offered Shirley Temple “bonus cards” in each pack of Zuban cigarettes. Siegbert had no interest in Shirley Temple, but before each screening, movie houses ran newsreels, and they were worth seeing. Newsreels showed what was happening in the rest of the world, and the more he could learn about the world, the better his chances of survival.

Siegbert found a method for getting into the movies. Instead of sewing a yellow Star of David onto his jacket as the law required of all Jews, he used a pin so that he could remove the cloth star before purchasing a ticket. After the movie, he reattached the star before leaving the theater. This one time, police were stationed outside the theater and saw him make the change. An officer called him over, examined the star, and pricked his finger on the pin. Even though Siegbert was too young to be detained for long and was sent home, the incident earned him a police record.

Now he was again under arrest, sitting in a trolley, imagining how the Nazis were going to kill him, and wondering whether he would be sent away in one of those cattle cars people spoke about in whispers. Some years before, when police had begun rounding up Jews, officers entered his family’s apartment. They saw his father Isidore Wilzig’s World War I medal hanging on the living room wall and left without saying a word; war heroes, even Jewish ones, deserved a little consideration. But that was before Kristallnacht, the “night of broken glass” in November 1938, when Nazis destroyed Jewish storefront windows, burned synagogues, and arrested 30,000 Jewish men, including Siegbert’s oldest brother, Joe, and sent them to concentration camps. Wherever Siegbert was being taken now, he knew this time his father’s war record would not do him any good.

The trolley came to a stop in front of the dilapidated tenement building where the Wilzig family had lived since coming to Berlin. Residents of his building were assembling on the street with whatever they could carry: food, blankets, sheets, pots, professional tools, and personal necessities. The policeman took him by the arm and told him to stand with one of the crowds awaiting deportation.

“Take also your typewriters!” an SS officer yelled to the growing crowds. “Take the heads of your sewing machines! You’re being resettled in a safe place where there will be work for everybody!”

Siegbert knew better than to believe anything the Nazis said and feared the worst.



In one of the crowds awaiting deportation, Siegbert saw his father and mother standing with his older brother, Willie, and next to them stood his oldest sister, Martha, with her husband and their seven-year-old son. Siegbert’s other brothers, Louis and Martin, were also there in another group waiting to board. Everyone held suitcases and bags of food. Police herded them into open-back trucks. Siegbert climbed into one of the trucks and watched as his family members climbed into other trucks. The caravan of vehicles set out.

Twenty minutes later, the trucks arrived at a tree-lined field where on weekends in the warm weather Siegbert used to watch wealthy Berliners ride horses. A train track bordered the field. SS pushed people out of the trucks and ordered them to line up along the tracks, yelling out that trains would soon arrive to take them to their place of resettlement. The crowd was immense and Siegbert lost sight of his family. In the distance he saw the girl in the dark green overcoat, looking alone and lost, and farther down the line he saw pretty Marian from the wealthy Charlottenburg family standing with her parents. Marian waved to him, urging him to join them. Siegbert waved back, but after considering a moment he hurried over to the girl in the dark green coat instead. She came from a poor family like his, he reminded himself, and all she ever wanted was to hold his hand. He felt proud of that, choosing her over the rich, beautiful Marian.

“I don’t care what happens to me now,” the girl in the dark green overcoat whispered to him.

“I wasn’t a prince,” Siggi told the Nartels, “nor was I Albert Einstein, but she looked up to me like I was both. She didn’t know where her family was. She had no one, and she knew I wouldn’t leave her.”

The crowd of people caught in the roundup waited three days in the field for the train to arrive. Siegbert and the girl in the green coat finished whatever food they had stored in their pockets. On the third day, a train pulled up to the loading platform. Guards shoved people into the cattle cars—eighty, ninety, more than a hundred in each—and shoved a piece of bread into each person’s hand. No one knew how long the trip would be. How many days was one slice of bread supposed to last? Siegbert and the girl in the dark green coat were pushed into one of the cattle cars, pressed tightly against each other, and the train departed. Through wooden slits they saw signs: DIRECTION KRAKOW.

The train moved slowly. One day became two, then three. There was no water. With more than a hundred people crowded into cattle cars too small for half that number, most were forced to stand during the four-day journey. Only a thin band of light penetrated the wooden slats in the walls. The train made no stops. People relieved themselves in a bucket, which quickly overflowed, and the filthy contents spread across the wooden floor. Siegbert watched several of the older people die, some perhaps from hunger, others perhaps from lack of air in the windowless cattle car. People moaned in pain and fear. Siegbert and the girl in the dark green overcoat held each other close.

After four days, the transport arrived at a railroad siding in Poland. It was night. The doors opened with a crash, and harsh reflector lamps lit up the scene. Uniformed guards shouted out commands in German for everyone to line up on the long platform, and anyone who moved too slowly was beaten on the spot.

“Unless you were there,” Siggi commented in later years, “you can’t imagine how horrifying a nightmare it was.”

Siegbert overheard other prisoners say the name of this place: Auschwitz-Birkenau.






CHAPTER 3 Auschwitz


In their accounts after liberation, survivors remembered arriving at the unloading platform at Birkenau.7 Some described a nauseating smell; others recalled flames shooting into the night sky that came from bodies burning in the camp’s crematorium ovens. Some prisoners remembered the sounds of barking dogs, while others recalled hearing violins. The Nazis, they later discovered, created orchestras using prisoner musicians and forced them to play while fellow prisoners were marched to work. In his 2002 video testimony for the Shoah Foundation, Siggi described his first impressions: guards in crisp uniforms, brandishing whips and sticks and yelling for everyone to get out and put their belongings in a pile.

A dozen men and women from his boxcar refused to let go of their luggage. The guards punched, kicked, and beat them with lengths of rigid rubber hose while yelling, “Raus! Raus! Antreten!” Prisoners who did not speak German failed to understand the order “Out! Out! Line up!” and guards beat them for disobeying.

It snowed the night Siegbert’s train arrived at Auschwitz, and a cold wind blew across the Birkenau station platform. While trying to climb down from the high cattle cars, some of the older people lost their balance and fell to the ground. Trucks arriving to transport the prisoners inside the camp rolled over them, crushing their bloodied bodies into the mud. Prisoners in striped uniforms ran up, threw the dead bodies onto pushcarts, and wheeled them away. Siegbert searched among the faces but saw no one he knew. Where were his father and mother? Where were his siblings? A guard in a thick winter coat came up to him.

“How old are you?” he snapped.

“Eighteen,” Siegbert lied.

“What profession?”

“Master toolmaker,” he lied again.

The guard pushed Siegbert onto a line of prisoners on the left, then pushed the girl in the green coat to a line on the right. Siegbert did not know that the line on the right was for prisoners selected to be killed, or that almost all children under eighteen were sent to the right, along with the younger children, the elderly, and the sick. Nor did he know that anyone without useful skills was also sent to the right, to be killed. Where did the impulse come from to lie, claiming he was eighteen and a “master toolmaker”? True, he did have some toolmaking training in trade school, but he never completed his schooling and never worked a day in his life as a toolmaker. The mystery of that impulse, which surely saved him from the gas chamber, would plague him for the rest of his life.

Siegbert saw family members in the right-hand line, including his sister Martha’s husband, holding the hand of their young son. They saw Siegbert and motioned for him to join them.

“I didn’t go,” he recalled a half-century later. “Who knows why, maybe because like other teenagers in West Prussia I was brought up to obey commands from officials. Whatever the reason, I stayed in the line on the left.”

Siegbert pointed to the line of people on the right. “Where are they taking them?” he asked a prisoner who was stacking suitcases. The man looked at him with a sad face, raised an emaciated finger in the air and turned it in circles, imitating smoke from the crematorium fires. Siegbert, fresh off the transport, had no idea what the gesture meant.

“As a Jew growing up in Germany in those years,” Siggi told an interviewer, “you expected to be beaten and mistreated. But a gas chamber? A crematorium? Now that you didn’t expect. The stench and the smoke from the chimneys—and what they did to the children! What they did to the children! I can still hear the screaming of children who were ripped away from their parents. The memories don’t stop. To this day, I argue with the Almighty that if the cries of children would leave my ears, I would go more often to synagogue. Flames shooting up from the crematoria, the horrible smell—it was unbelievable.”

Siegbert again scanned the line to the right and caught a glimpse of the girl in the dark green overcoat. As if seeing her for the first time, he thought, “She looks so young, so innocent.” He watched snow fall on the loading platform as guards marched her off with the others. A moment later, she was gone.



Siegbert, along with thirty other prisoners whom guards deemed fit for work, was pushed into a truck that quickly drove off into the night. Less than twenty minutes later, the truck stopped inside Buna-Monowitz, the Auschwitz subcamp that housed factories for slave labor. The smell of synthetic rubber reached him from nearby buildings.

“The minute we got there, we went through a so-called shower of freezing water,” he described. “After, they made us dress quickly in striped uniforms and caps and broken-down shoes with wooden soles. Then they shaved our heads and forced us to run to another building maybe a hundred yards away, to get prisoner numbers tattooed on our arms. Some of the people fell from running in the mud, but you learned not to look back because if a guard caught you, you’d get a beating. Mud was everywhere, everything was puddles, and the people who fell and were lying in the mud and dirt didn’t even look like people. They looked like bunches of rags.”

    Once inside the building, Siegbert stood before a prisoner wearing a white jacket over a striped shirt and pants. The man plunged a needle into Siegbert’s left arm and blood oozed out as he tattooed the number 104732 into his flesh.8



As he walked away, Siegbert tried unsuccessfully to suck out the ink as kapos, prisoners assigned by the SS to supervise forced labor, marched him and others from his transport to the barracks. He dropped exhausted onto a hardwood bunk covered with a thin layer of straw. Through the wooden barrack walls, he heard people screaming and guns going off. Later he learned these were prisoners shot while trying to escape. Others, he also later discovered, stripped of all hope of ever escaping, chose to commit suicide by throwing themselves on the electrified barbed-wire fence surrounding the camp.

At three or four o’clock in the morning—no one knew the time, but the sky was pitch black—a guard stormed through the barracks, yelling for prisoners to line up outside. Once they were in line, he yelled, “Muetzen auf! Muetzen ab!” Siegbert spoke fluent German and recognized the words and the bravado. He had known bullies like this in Krojanke. They wanted respect from Jews, so he snapped to attention, clicked his heels, whipped off his cap, saluted sharply, and barked, “Jawohl, Herr Kommandant!” “Yes, Commander, sir!” It was a clever move on Siegbert’s part to psychologically win the guard over by elevating him from his lowly post to head of the camp. The man smiled.

Some of the new arrivals spoke no German. They did not know “Muetzen auf! Muetzen ab!” meant “Cap off! Cap on!”9 and did not remove their caps.

“For ignoring his order, that guard beat three of them,” Siggi recalled, “as a warning to the other prisoners what would happen to them if they didn’t respond to orders. That was the greeting we got on the first day, and that guard did that with every transport that came in. For any reason, if someone’s hand didn’t go up fast enough, or high enough, or it didn’t go up at all, he took a rubber hose with copper wire inside it and smashed them. He had this other technique for inflicting pain. If you didn’t obey his commands fast enough, he hit you with his fist and followed through with his elbow. If the first blow didn’t kill you, the second one could.

    “He did the same thing if prisoners didn’t straighten out their bunk bed to his liking,” Siggi continued. “It was just a handful of straw soaking with stool and urine, thrown on top of hardwood planks with a piece of paper for a blanket, and there was no way you could straighten out something foul like that. But the guards were sadists who looked for any reason to kill, especially that one guard with such brutal techniques. He took great pleasure in beating the heck out of any prisoner who wore glasses or looked like an intellectual or an educated fellow. The Nazis opened the prisons of Germany and brought hardened criminals into the camps and made them masters over kids like me and over priests and lawyers and teachers and anyone else they decided was an enemy.10

“You know,” Siggi described for his interviewer, “because I could outwit the guards, I always felt superior to them. I hated them. I hated their brutality, their inhuman behavior. I felt stronger, more intelligent, and I had confidence in myself from childhood. As a child, I considered myself a very smart young fellow. So even though they had the guns and did all the killing, I felt superior. It was obviously a touch of arrogance, and some of it was justified and some not justified, but even in that totally hopeless condition I looked down on all of them.”



Between 1933 and 1945, Nazi Germany established approximately 42,000 camps of various types for the imprisonment of Jews and other “enemies of the Reich” from across Europe: concentration camps, labor camps, prisoner-of-war camps, transit camps, and killing centers called extermination camps or death camps.11 Auschwitz was not only the largest concentration camp but also the largest killing center.

To facilitate the growing number of inmates, the Germans uprooted the local population from eighteen square miles of land. After evacuating residents from six villages in the surrounding area, Auschwitz comprised nearly 10,000 acres. Two miles from the main camp was Auschwitz-Birkenau, where deportation trains rolled in day and night. Between 1.1 and 1.3 million people were murdered in Auschwitz, including Sinti and Roma (“Gypsies”), Soviet prisoners of war, political prisoners, and “antisocials.” Nine out of every ten people murdered in Auschwitz were Jews.

Initially, the murder of men, women, and children arriving at Auschwitz took place in makeshift gas chambers, which quickly proved insufficient to handle the growing number of victims. In early 1943, four large and efficient crematoria were erected in Birkenau, each with a built-in gas chamber. The new gas chambers were massive, capable of holding as many as two thousand victims at a time in each chamber. By the end of February, when Siegbert arrived by transport, manual executions in Auschwitz had been replaced by assembly lines that were “processing” more than four thousand victims a day.

From more than one million Jews deported to Auschwitz during its five years of operation, about 200,000 were chosen for labor, led into the camp, and registered as prisoners. Postwar records indicate there were about 3,800 people who arrived in Auschwitz on Siegbert’s transport. He was one of six hundred who survived that first selection, during which camp officials decided who was fit for slave labor and who was not and should consequently be murdered. He would survive a dozen more selections over the next twenty-three months, including two at the hands of the infamous Dr. Mengele.12



In Buna-Monowitz, Siegbert was one of approximately 80,000 slave laborers working for the German armaments industry. The day began at 4:30 a.m. when prisoners were forced to run from their barracks to the Appelplatz, or roll-call square, where they stood for hours at attention regardless of weather, until the prisoner count was completed. Anyone who was too weak to remain standing was taken away to be killed.

The next order of the day was work details. Prisoners were marched to places of forced labor both inside and outside the camp, sometimes as far as six miles away. A workday lasted twelve hours or more, and no rest was allowed. Siegbert was assigned to dig drainage ditches, lay cables, and haul stones to pave the way for roads.13 Supplies arrived by truck, and guards supervised as Siegbert struggled to unload hundred-pound bags of cement and long metal reinforcement bars. Three prisoners were needed to carry each of the heavy bars. Whenever possible, Siegbert positioned himself in the middle of the bar, earning a little respite for his shoulders by letting taller men at the ends bear the bulk of the weight. When guards put him at the front or back, the rough metal bars rubbed through his flimsy clothing and turned his shoulders raw and bloody. Siegbert waited until guards weren’t looking, then ripped off corners from the paper cement bags and used them as padding for his shoulders.

“If the guards caught me ripping these bags, they would have beaten me,” he described. “But the pain in my shoulders was excruciating, so I figured why not take the risk? The work was brutal and it would have killed me sooner or later, so I had to figure out a way to get myself reassigned.”

One morning, on the march to work, he overheard SS men ordering a group of prisoners to join a bricklaying detail. Siegbert broke ranks, ran up to them, removed his cap, and saluted.

“Bricklaying?” he said, cap in hand. “I had six months’ experience as a bricklayer.”

He knew it was foolhardy for a prisoner to look an SS officer in the face, even if it was to volunteer for a particular job. After the war, many prisoners would swear to not knowing what their tormentors looked like, other than that they all wore boots, since they dared not raise their eyes to their faces, let alone speak to them, which was forbidden and cause for the harshest punishments. Falsely claiming to have special skills carried even greater risk of retribution.14 The guards looked at the impudent half-dead teenager.

“Why waste him?” one guard said to the other with a shrug.

They transferred Siegbert to a bricklaying detail and ordered him to teach the other bricklayers what he knew.

“I have to suppress a smile,” he would one day joke with an audience. “I knew as much about bricklaying as you know about belly dancing. But I learned by working with them, and every day I learned a little bit more. So I was teaching one bricklayer whatever I picked up from the others. In Auschwitz, you were either sent to the gas chambers or else the Almighty was on your side and put an idea in your head for how to stay alive one more day.”



Bricklaying took place outdoors in the rain and cold, and Siegbert’s health quickly deteriorated. “I wanted to get into the Buna prisoner hospital in order to get a better job inside,” Siggi described in his testimony. “The hospital doctors there never bothered trying to save the older prisoners—they were just shipped away to the gas chambers. They only let young ones in. But I wasn’t very sick, so they wouldn’t normally take me either. To get in, I had to have something they needed. I sneaked in there and heard this one prisoner doctor talking to someone in Polish. I spoke some Polish, so I asked him, ‘Do you need help? I have experience as a male nurse.’ To make a long story short, the man gave me a job. He didn’t go through all the steps to test if I knew anything about being a male nurse. He was just impressed that I spoke Polish.

“The first day in the hospital,” Siggi recalled, “kapos made me load Jewish patients onto a truck. I still have a picture in my mind of Jewish patients cursing me for not lying to the guards, for not telling them ‘this one is healthy’ or ‘that one is healthy.’ The prisoners thought that a male nurse like me had the power to save them. I had no such power. I just loaded them onto a truck. I knew where they were going, but I couldn’t bear the idea that I was sending them to their death. So I told myself the truck was taking them to recover at some other hospital or maybe some other camp. Three hours later, the truck came back with their clothing. They were all dead.”

In the hospital, eight patients were crammed into bunks meant for half that number and lay on pallets covered with straw saturated with feces, urine, and pus. Patients went unwashed for weeks and their bodies reeked so badly the stench could be smelled far away. The hospital lacked sewage, and prisoners relieved themselves in buckets that quickly overflowed, creating a swamp of human waste. Hospital rooms were consequently infested with fleas and lice. Prisoner doctors had no supplies and dressed wounds with bandages made from scraps of paper and filthy rags. Persons suffering from diarrhea were given a piece of charcoal to swallow, and often the only medicine available was a word of encouragement. So ineffective was the hospital that prisoners referred to it as the crematorium waiting room. Dozens of patients died each day, and at night, outside the hospital, rats gnawed on piles of dead bodies waiting to be carted away.

“Don’t think by any stretch of your imagination that this was a real hospital,” Siggi cautioned. “Please don’t go telling your friends, ‘Hey, it couldn’t have been so bad. Siggi told me there was a hospital.’ This so-called hospital gave a little preferential treatment to Christians, but if you were a Jew you didn’t expect to come out alive.”

Extermination was the predetermined fate for all Jews, sick or healthy, from the moment they entered Auschwitz; and the few who survived, like Siggi, would forever be haunted by the mystery of their own survival.



One day a doctor took Siegbert to an area of the infirmary where he saw patients on the verge of death. Siegbert looked around and there on one of the lower bunks was his father.

“Let’s assume that Auschwitz had close to a hundred thousand people,” Siggi explained. “To have found my father in there was more than a minor miracle. He was badly beaten, to a point that…” He wept as he recalled the moment, then continued, “I knew that he wouldn’t make it. My father’s last words were, ‘Son, in Berlin you and your mother kept kosher, even when bread and radishes were the only foods you could eat. But here, you will need your strength and you’re gonna be alone. Who’s gonna take care of you?’

“Don’t worry, I have friends,” Siegbert reassured him.

“The desk sergeant came the next day with prisoners carrying a big vat of raw grated potatoes,” Siggi described for his interviewer. “Imagine that you’re starving to death, and here you see grated potatoes like your grandmother used to make pancakes. You would give your right arm for it. The guards stood there and ordered me to feed it to the prisoners, and we gave these dying people ten to fifteen large spoons of these raw potatoes.”

Siegbert walked around the room, ladling out portions to the sick prisoners, including his father. One older prisoner shoved the ladle away.

“That older prisoner said to me, ‘What are you, an idiot?’

“ ‘I’m not an idiot,’ I told him, and he says to me, ‘Yes, you are. You don’t know what’s what. Come back tomorrow. You’ll see.’

“And the next morning, 80 percent of them were dead with their stomachs bloated. They had been bleeding all night from it. And there was my father, dead. The potatoes were poisoned. You never could figure out how the SS came up with these ideas,” Siggi told his interviewer.

“Poisoned potatoes? I think I helped kill my father.”15

Young Siegbert covered his father with a blanket and walked away before prisoners arrived to cart the bodies to the crematorium. “I wanted to remember him the way he looked in life,” he later explained, “not the way he looked in a pile of corpses.” He didn’t cry when they took his father’s body away. Had he shown any emotion, the SS would have thrown him on the wagon and sent him with the dead bodies to be cremated.

Isidore Wilzig, age fifty-seven, died April 8, 1943. They had been in Auschwitz fewer than forty days.



A few weeks later, word reached Siegbert that his mother had been sent to the gas chamber the day she arrived. Siegbert adored his mother, the woman who had imparted lessons of wisdom and who had always given him unqualified love. At least she hadn’t been tortured or experimented on, he thought, remembering that in the camps there were fates worse than death.

“The Nazis did these horrible things to prisoners in Block 10,” Siggi said. “That was the experimental block—and there I am, pretending to be a doctor’s assistant. I couldn’t even stand watching a chicken get slaughtered, let alone witnessing all these tortures. One morning, the so-called doctors had me arrange three glasses on a table. This was an experiment supposedly to figure out how to anesthetize wounded soldiers. Into each glass they had me pour a clear liquid from different bottles, like three shots of vodka. Then they picked prisoners and made them drink. The first one drank and slept two or three hours. The second one drank and slept for about eight hours. The third one drank and fell dead to the ground immediately. From one minute to the next, you didn’t know what to expect.

“Another day,” Siggi continued, “they took me with them looking for people who had a certain kind of a forehead that slanted backward. I can’t explain it. They wanted people with that slanted forehead, and they shipped them from Auschwitz in Poland to a town near the French border. After the liberation, I found out that when the American and French troops came in, they found the heads of these people preserved in alcohol. Can you imagine? Sickening!

“Not only were they evil monsters,” Siggi said, “but their minds were so twisted that at the same time they were experimenting on us like guinea pigs and murdering us, they were also offering us extra bread if we let them take our blood. According to what some of the prisoners told me, they were using our blood to save German soldiers on the front. This was the same Jewish blood that was supposedly poisoning the ‘pure’ Aryan race. And one time, I have to admit, for that extra piece of bread, they got this little guy you’re looking at to give his blood. But once I learned they were using our blood to save German soldiers, I never did it again. ‘No. I’m not gonna save a Nazi SS man. Keep your damn piece of bread. I’d rather go hungry.’ ”



There was a boy in Siegbert’s barrack who had been his schoolmate in Berlin until the day they shut down all schools for Jews. Siggi described him as a bright kid who came from a divorced family and lived with his mother. His name was Dargenberg Alexander, a tall, gangly boy dubbed by classmates “Teckel,” slang for Dachshund. By saving his pennies, Teckel bought jazz records on the Berlin black market. His favorite artists were Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong, and in happier days Siggi’s mother used to sing a duet with him: a song made famous by American artist Sophie Tucker called “Some of These Days.” And when you leave me / I know you’ll grieve me / You’ll miss your little honey / Some of these days. In Teckel, Siegbert found a link to his disappearing family.

“He wasn’t as religious as my family was,” Siggi remembered, “but after my father died in Auschwitz, I was alone, and I felt very close to Teckel. Then Teckel got a high fever. He was in bad shape. I knew from seeing prisoners on the brink of death in the hospital that he wasn’t going to survive. We had no medicine. I had nothing to give him.”

Siggi described that shortly before Teckel died, someone smuggled in some smelly cheese in a wooden container about half the size of a cigar box, “a poor man’s cheese,” Siggi called it, “infested with worms. It was like a cookie on the outside,” he said, “and white on the inside where the worms turned it all mushy. People who liked it said, ‘Oh, worms, that means it’s good. It’s ripe now.’ Yeah, ripe. So anyway, someone brought a box of this cheese to the hospital foreman and Teckel smelled it. He knew he was dying, and he insisted I get him a piece. The thing was, you couldn’t eat that cheese without drinking some water.”

Tap water in Auschwitz was vile and poisonous.16 Siggi remembered a drainpipe that collected rainwater, and the morning after a rain, prisoners would lick the pipe rather than drink from the faucets. But Teckel was dying, and Siegbert could not deny a dying friend. “I knew he didn’t have long to live, so I got him water from a faucet and a piece of that smelly cheese. He lived two more days.” Siegbert made friends with another prisoner, a Polish Jew named Max, who also worked in the infirmary. “At one point, I was dying from double pneumonia,” Siggi recalled. “I was burning up from fever and screaming for water. Max was the only other person in the room at that time. He couldn’t bear to hear me scream, so he walked outside.” Then a prisoner-orderly came in carrying a ceramic bowl filled with a dark brown liquid and placed the bowl on the top shelf of a closet. After he left, Siegbert climbed slowly onto a chair and took down the bowl. The liquid looked to him like the foul coffee they gave prisoners in the morning. When Max came back in and saw his friend about to drink, he ran over and gave him a shove. The bowl went flying and Siegbert fell to the ground.

“That’s Lysol!” Max yelled. “You’ll die if you drink that!”

After a few days, Siegbert had regained a bit of strength and was sent back to his duties in the infirmary.

“From then on, I had all the smelly soup and stale bread I wanted,” he said. “How was that? Because the kapos took food from prisoners who were half dead and couldn’t eat anymore and traded it for goods. I never stole food from any prisoner, but I found things to trade with the kapos for food or for a little piece of soap to keep myself clean.”

Prisoners were devoured by filth. Everything reeked. Vermin burrowed deep into their skin. There were no showers for prisoners, and when it rained Siegbert stood outside and cleaned himself as best he could, anxious to avoid the fate of others: a slow, painful death by decay and the rotting of their own bodies.
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