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“At Birkenau we met a group of local
boys, and I suggested that my father
show them his tatteo. He rolled up his
sleeve. They gasped. One of them
backed away. Slowly, the reality hit them
This man had been a prisoner here...”




Journey to my father’s
HOLOCAUST

Together, father and son retraced the path to Auschwitz and Buchenwald.

By DAVID LEE PRESTON

“Tell your children of it, and let your children tell their
: and their children another generation.”
Joel 1:3

AST YéAR, I PERSUADED MY FATHER
to journey with me to the places of his past.

He did not say much about these p&

1 was growing up, but our bookshelves brought
closer to some of them. had names like
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he region in which my father was born and raised);
France (where he had been arrested by the
two

ueling; it taxed my father's body and soul.
Why, then, would I ask my father to return to

|

One of the first photographs to emerge from the
Nazi camps inspired my tather to paint this
barracks scene soon after he was liberated.

these places for the first time
since the Holocaust? Why subject
him to the painful memories after
all these years? And why open the
life of a private man to the scruti-
ny of readers?

Because the child of the survi-
vor has a special obligation: If I
am David Lee, my father's son, it
is because somehow I am also
David Laeb, my father's father. If
| was born from the survivor’s seed, then somehow [
also rose from the victim's ashes.

And so | have made the journey through time and
place, back to the world of my father and of his
father, to 8 world that somehow also must be mine. [
have made the journey because one day I shall
transmit the seed anew, and I must know and feel. |
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chanic, refrigerator fixer, porch builder.
But when he sometimes would take out the old,
hntun;d..round-back mandolin that still contained

distant places, far from Wilmington, Del. — far from
me.
It was this man — Grisha Priszkulnik, Georges



At Birkenau, where the Nazis murdered 2% million Fews, we
visited a barracks similar to the one in which my father had
been housed. Six prisoners slept on each tier of the three-level
DAVID LEE PRESTON wooden bunks. My father’s technical training saved his life.
is an Inquirer staff writer.
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two men while they were digging. But no effort was made
to repair the disturbed ground.

We walked inside the fence, trampling over the inno-
cent thousands, the entire families who were murdered
because they were Jews. And as we walked slowly in the
mud, we found human bones, jaws, teeth. This was the
epitaph for the Jews of Rovno.

Hesitantly, my father and I withdrew, moving back
outside the rusted fence. Together, we faced the mass
grave, and, in tenuous voices, we recited the Kaddish, the
ancient Jewish prayer for the dead. Then we turned and
walked slowly on the gravel road, down the hill in the rain.

THE FOLLOWING DAY, WE WENT TO FIND MY

bulldozed the Jewish cemetery of Rovno. In its place: a

My father had prepared himself for what we had seen at
Sosenki because he had been informed of his family’s fate
after he had survived his own harrowing Holocaust. But
he was not prepared for this: His mother, our lone relative
in all of Europe whose grave was marked, now was left to
obscurity, too, as if she never existed. My father was
disgusted. “Why couldn’t they just leave the Jewish
cemetery alone?” he asked. “Why did it bother them?
Wasn't it enough that the Jews were gone?” ;

Just beyond the playground, in the newly turned earth
where bulldozers were landscaping the hillside, we found
more Jewish bones. And in a wooded area on the hillside
lay strewn both whole and fragmentary Jewish grave-
stones. I did not have to scratch too deeply into the
ground to uncover still more of them — even a Star of
David buried in the Soviet soil.
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HEN THE GERMANS INVADED
France in 1940, Georges Priszkulnik
was working for an engineering firm in

Lille, near the Belgian border. The com-
pany was about to relocate to the south of
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A young officer barked orders, dividing the new inmates
into two groups. Those sent in one direction went directly
to the gas chambers. The others, including Georges, were
considered fit to work. The officer was chief physician of
who greeted the arrival of every transport. His name was

THE SLOGAN IS STILL ON THE GATE, BUT THE
camp is a museum now. We stayed in the Auschwitz
Museumn Hotel, a former SS building.

Two and a half million Jews were murdered at Ausch-
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witz-Birkenau. In all, four million innocent men, women
and children died there — most of them in gas chambers
ut_upto:rn?ateJmGypﬁqhmamh,pdiﬁal

Auschwitz was the name the Germans gave the camp
established in 1940 near the Polish town of Oswie-
im, 37 miles west of Krakow. It was the camp that was
to the world, the “model” camp the Red Cross

The museum calls it Auschwitz L
it was at Birkenau — or Auschwitz II — a camp set
in 1941 near the Polish town of Brzezinka, and hidden
mass killing was i

The Auschwitz buildings now contain rooms of glass-
i) ; g George Preston, my father, grew up in this
suitcases, hair. One building is devoted to the martyrdom S 2
of tbe Jown. Imidg, 4 Sootided canter wails & house, which he helped his father build in Rovno.

sion”), a Jewish hymn for the dead. In a guest book,
visitors from around the world scribble impressions and
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: My father at the site outside Rovno where his
dm‘@‘?‘?“""-%'ﬁg“b:“!‘%ﬁ“g”ﬁmb‘“ father — and 18,000 other Jows — were killed.
adlommcm ovens visited woods .
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their reaction. He rolled up his sleeve. They gasped.

children away from their mothers and throw
them into trucks headed for the gas cham-

bers. He saw an SS man thrust his i

stick down a dying man'’s throat. He saw
men set their on inmates. He saw
prisoners who could not take it anymore jump onto the

electrified barbed wire.

He wore a small red triangular patch bearing the letter
“F,” for French. Living in the wooden barracks of the

A 2 : In a Moscow hotel parking lot, my father was
qmmmewcum,whemmmmuam:mn::uﬂy reciladt Wiy n / frer 45
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‘housed, he still had a tiny loose-leaf booklet

containing a few engineering notations and

m photos of his family. Among the few

had brought to Birkenau, it was the

| only one he had managed to hold on to: a last

link with his past.

One day, it was announced that technically

trained people were needed. Thousands of

| prisoners came forward, hoping for a chance to
| go far away from the continuously smoking

i
|
|

chimneys of the crematoria, Engineers from the

Siemens Co. tested the prospective workers.
160581 passed an oral test. Next, he had to drill
a hole in a metal plate and to file a square
opening to a precision of one-one-hundreth of a
millimeter through which a cube could fit.

Six workers were chosen. One was 160581. He

| would be housed in Block 11 at Birkenau, along
| with 25 other engineers. Their assignment: tc
| transform an abandoned four-story brick build-

ing several miles away at Bobrek into a mod-
ern, one-story plant. To do this job, they were
iven ropes to climb up, and hammers to knock
icks down. In the bitter cold, 160581 and the

| others wore thin prisoner uniforms and wooden

Block 11 until the plant and its barracks were
completed. Block 11 was laid out like the other
barracks: three tiers of wooden bunks on both
sides, with an oven running down the middle
for heat. 160581 slept with five other prisoners
on a board, sharing a single blanket. He slept in

shoes.
Every i&'ening, they were brought back to

'the same clothes he wore during the day.

Several times, men lying beside him died.

At Block 11, the Siemens workers were to

receive better treatment than the other prison-
ers so they could be strong to build the plant.
But the “senior inmate” in charge of Block 11
was a particularly vicious Silesian who delight-
ed in abusing the Siemens workers. His name
was Emil Bednarek, and he maintained a strict
regime: If he found a speck of dust on a
prisoner’s blanket, he would beat him with his
walking stick. Bednarek hit 160581 over the
back so often that he was almost paralyzed.
" Bednarek forced his prisoners to do painful
exercises, which he called “sport.” During one
running exercise, a prisoner was unable to
continue, and fell exhausted onto the ground.
160581 saw Bednarek kick his shiny boots into
the man’s chest until he was dead. On another
occasion, while an SS man watched, Bednarek
placed his walking stick against a fallen prison-
er's throat and stood on it. Then he rocked
back and forth until the prisoner was dead. The
SS man offered hearty congratulations. After
Bednarek killed people, he returned to his
room to pray.

160581 was so hungry that at one point he
sneaked away from Block 11 in the middle of
the day, when he was supposed to be working,
and headed for the kitchen to beg for some
soup. An S8 officer stopped him.

“What the hell do you have there?” the man

barked.

It was the little booklet with the photos of his
family. The SS man grabbed the book.

“These are pictures of my parents,” 160581
said. - :

The officer laughed uproariously. “You stu-
pid bastard,” he said. “You think you’ll ever
see your parents again? You see those chim-
neys?” He pointed to the crematoria. “That’s
where you'll end up.” ;

The officer beat and kicked him. Then he
walked away with the book. 160581 was left
writhing on the ground.

In May 1944, after the Siemens workers had
readied the Bobrek plant, they began to be
housed nearby. At the plant, 160581 and his co-
workers were put to work making dies to be
used in fabricating electrical components for
German submarines.

It was only a matter of time before 160581
became ill with typhus from the constant expo-
sure to lice. As part of the Siemens group, he
was not sent to the gas chambers despite his
illness. Instead, he went to the camp “hospital”
adjacent to one of the crematoria. There he lay
for several weeks without medical treatment.
His fever was high, and most of the time he
didn’t know what was going on around him.

Among the prisoners in the hospital, 160581
recognized a face: It was the Jewish doctor from
Paris, the man who had extracted the bullet
from the prisoner at the work camp. He was
working in the hospital as a nurse. One day, the
doctor told 160581 that no matter how sick he
still was, he should get discharged from the
hospital and report back to work. A new
transport of inmates was expected, the doctor
said, and all the sick prisoners would be sent to
the gas chambers.

Summoning his last ounce of strength,
160581 willed himself to leave the hospital and
return to his job.

THE SUN IS SETTING OVER BIRKENAU
on the first day of June, and I am standing in
the middle of the railway tracks, alone, inside
the camp. To my left is the building where
Mengele stayed, and beyond that the women’s
camp. I stand where the selections were made.
Ahead of me, the gas chambers and the ovens.
At my right, the men’s camp. Behind me, along
a sidewalk outside the camp, a boy in shorts is
pushing a baby in a carriage. Two men in a cart
are pulled by a horse. Another boy, maybe 5
years old, rides past on a tiny bicycle.

It is quiet but for the sounds of the country
evening: a cow’s moo, the music of many kinds
of birds, a dog’s bark, frogs’ croaks from the pit
where a little more than 40 years ago, human
beings were drowned. In the distance, a train.
Wooden watchtowers on either side. At my
back, the main gate.

I turn right and enter the men’s camp
through the opening in the barbed-wire fence.
Before me, two endless rows of naked concrete
posts bent at the top, the rusted barbed wire
stripped away.

The brush is thick, the wildflowers many and
diverse. A brick chimney is all that remains of
Block 11; the same is true of the other barracks.
I kneel to inspect a daisy, studying it for a few
minutes, marveling at its intricate beauty.
Then I rise again to face the rows of chimneys
and cement fence posts, stretching far into the
distance on every side.

I try to imagine it as it was, the constant
movement of human bodies assuring that not a
blade of grass could grow, let alone a daisy. All
around me in the tall grass are weeds, mush-
rooms, rocks, pieces of rusted metal. Some-
where toward the sunset, the call of a cuckoo
pierces the air. The sun is red now, sinking
farther into the woods where they burned my
people.

1 would like to say that I can imagine what it
was like for my father in this place for 14
months — each day a new battle to remain
alive, each minute an eternity of pain and fear.
But I can’t; my mind is incapable of imagining
such things. I cannot see my father here,
clinging desperately to life, nor can I see the
others who suffered and died.

As I walk back along the railway tracks
toward the main gate, I stop and turn around
for one last time. Standing erect, I look toward
the gas chambers and crematoria at the far end.
More people were murdered here than at any
other single spot in history. What gives me the
right to stand here now?

With the watchtower at my back, I begin to
retrace my steps, moving ever closer to the gas
chambers, with an irrational thought of keeping
vigil nearby. I would be unafraid of the coming
darkness, unfazed by the cold of the night.

But how long could I sit, before the rains
would come? Eventually I would grow hungry,
and what purpose would it serve? If I sing

a lullaby to the one and a half million
infants and children m during
the Holocaust, would they be comfort-
ed? I could not return a single one of
them to life. If I shed a tear, would it
matter?

I spin round again, walking slowly
along the tracks, leaving the millions of
my murdered people to spend another
lonely night unattended but for the
crazy, mindless cuckoo bird marking
time in the distance.

The sun has set on Birkenau.

N THE NIGHT OF JAN.

17, 1945, with the Rus-

army approaching,

the Nazis evacuated the

camps. More than 14

months after he had be-

come a number, 160581 set out with the

other Siemens workers, joining thou-

sands of prisoners from Auschwitz, Bir-

kenau and other camps, marching

northwest. Ten thousand prisoners were

led on foot about 50 miles through the

cold of winter. Some tried to hide in the
snow. For many, it was a death march.

When the prisoners arrived in Gliwice,
SS men loaded them onto flatcars. After
the train was rolling, some prisoners
jumped off and tried to flee. A few made
it, but most were shot. 160581 did not
jump; he didn’t trust the local populace
to save him.

As the cars rolled slowly across the
countryside, snow fell, and 160581
caught the fresh, crisp flakes in a tin
gor:ft:liner;hnq f;gd ever tasted so won-

erful to him. The train passed through
Czechoslovakia, losing more passengers
with every mile. At Prague, 160581
found himself with a loaf of bread and a
container of water, among hundreds
thrown into the train by kind-hearted
Czechs at the risk of their lives.

More days passed, and the train came
to a stop outside Weimar. 160581 looked
around him. He knew that he was still
alive, but he didn't know how much
longer he could last. All around him, for
days on end, fellow travelers had fallen
by the wayside. And now, when the SS
men pulled him off the flatcar, he found
himself once more in a camp with
barbed-wire fences, railway tracks and
watchtowers. This time, the slogan on
the gate said: “Jedem das seine” — “To
each, his due.” This was Buchenwald.
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