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A Holocaust Survivor, Spared from Gas
Chamber by Twist of Fate
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During World War II, Germany's Nazi Party forced hundreds of thousands of political opponents, Jews, and other
so-called "racially undesirable elements" of German society into concentration camps. Throughout the war, it's
estimated that more than 10 million people died in these camps. This article reports on the experiences of Jack
Mandelbaum, who survived the Auschwitz concentration camp. As you read, take notes on how Mandelbaum’s
experiences have shaped his outlook on life and what can be learned from him.

Seventy years ago, Soviet1 soldiers liberated
Auschwitz, the most notorious of Nazi concentration
camps.

Some 300 Holocaust survivors were at Auschwitz on
Tuesday,2 along with several European presidents
and other government officials, to honor at least 1.1
million people who were murdered, 1 million of
whom were Jewish.

Among those killed there were Jack Mandelbaum’s
mother and brother. The Polish-born Mandelbaum
survived, spared at the last minute by an officer of the
dreaded SS3 who yanked the teen away from his
family and sent him instead to a forced labor camp.

Last week, Mandelbaum flew from his Naples, Florida, home to Berlin,4 to help open an exhibit on the children
of Auschwitz, and to tell his story.

“I’m a person of action,” he says. “Anger doesn’t get you anyplace. Hate doesn’t get you anyplace.”

In August 1939, as the Nazis were about to invade Poland, Mandelbaum was 13 and living in the Polish port city
of Gdynia. Mandelbaum says his father worried that the port would be attacked, so he sent his wife and three
children to stay with relatives in the countryside.

[1]

[5]

1. The Soviet Union was a Marxist–Leninist state on the Eurasian continent that existed between 1922 and
1991, at which point it dissolved into 12 separate republics.

2. Tuesday, July 21, 2015
3. The SS was a major paramilitary organization under Adolf Hitler and the Nazis.
4. The capital of Germany
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He promised to join them six weeks later, but he never arrived. About a year later, he sent them a postcard
from the Stutthof concentration camp.

“I guess he didn’t want us to worry about him, so he said he was OK,” Mandelbaum says.

He never saw his father again. His sister later died on a forced march to another concentration camp.

Prisoner 16013

Then, before dawn on June 14, 1942, the SS came for what was left of the family.

“They banged on the door and everyone had to come out in five minutes, and there was a lot of shooting and
crying, and people didn’t know what was happening because they had to rush out,” Mandelbaum recalls. “Many
people were even in their bed clothes. And we were lined up in the market square, and then we were marched
to a local brewery.”

An SS officer there began separating people to the left and to the right. Mandelbaum says he clung to his
mother and brother, who were sent to the left. But the SS officer saw in his documents that Mandelbaum had
worked as an electrician’s helper.

“He grabbed me and pushed me to the other side,” Mandelbaum says. As for his family, he says, “The people
who were to the left were sent to Auschwitz to be gassed.5 I never saw them again.”

To the Nazis, he became prisoner 16013 and spent the next three years at seven concentration camps. The first
was Gross-Rosen, where prisoners worked in a granite quarry.

“There were so many prisoners,” he says. “We were in a big barrack, it had a concrete floor, it had no beds. And
we were lined up like herring6 on the floor, so when one person turned, everybody else had to turn, it was so
tight.”

Food was scarce, and the daily meal amounted to a single piece of bread and what Mandelbaum describes as
soup made out of grass.

He recalls emaciated prisoners stuffing paper into their mouths to fatten their cheeks so they’d look healthier
to the guards assigned to remove the weak for extermination. His own weight eventually dropped to 80
pounds.

But Mandelbaum says he refused to give up hope. He poured what little energy he had into work, hoping it

[10]

[15]

5. Gas chambers were used in the 1930s and 1940s by the Nazi Party initially as part of the “public euthanasia
program” aimed at eliminating physically and intellectually disabled people and political undesirables, but
by the early 1940s gas chambers were largely used at extermination camps to quickly and cheaply kill large
numbers of Jews at a time. Several million people were gassed to death during the Holocaust.

6. A type of fish, often served tightly packed in a can
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would eventually lead to his release.

Suddenly, Freedom

“We had a good life before the war. I went to a public school, I had good clothes and good food and a nice
apartment,” he says. “My dream was to go back to this life and be reunited with my family and my sister and my
brother, and that sustained me.”

It also helped that he didn’t know the Nazis were trying to slaughter all Jews, something he says he and other
prisoners learned only after liberation.

Their sudden freedom, too, was a complete shock, Mandelbaum says. “We didn’t know anything, only on the
morning when we woke up and the Nazi flag wasn’t flying and the guards weren’t there.”

Unlike at Auschwitz, Allied soldiers7 did not free them, as his camp was in a no man’s land between the fleeing
Nazis and advancing Russians. He and a friend from the camp grabbed an abandoned horse-drawn wagon and
left as quickly as they could.

“We came across a women’s concentration camp and they were still locked up, so we actually became the
‘liberators’ of the camp,” he says, with a laugh.

Mandelbaum was 17 when the Holocaust ended. He says he returned to Poland several times to see if he could
find his family but failed. He did find an uncle living in a hamlet near Munich.

The following year, he immigrated to the United States and settled in Kansas City, Missouri, where he married,
had four children and became a successful importer of ladies’ handbags. It would be 16 years before he began
speaking publicly about the Holocaust, something he says he decided to do after talking to one of his
neighbors.

“He asked me what kind of sports did I play in the concentration camp, so all of the sudden it just opened
everything up, how little people knew what was going on, and this was when I started to speak in different
venues about my experiences,” he says.

That desire to educate people brought Mandelbaum, 87, to Berlin last week. He says it’s sad to see anti-
Semitism8 on the rise in Germany and elsewhere in Europe, but he hopes he and other Holocaust survivors can
make a difference.

“You know, when we were in the camps, we would always ask, ‘How can the world stand by and let this
happen?’” he says. “So it’s a matter of being vigilant, a matter of trying to do as much as you can in order to
enlighten people [about] how dangerous it is when you become a bystander.”

[20]

[25]

7. The Allies of World War II were the countries that opposed the Axis powers (primarily Germany, Japan, and
Italy).

8. Anti-Semitism refers to hostility toward or prejudice against Jewish people

3



©2015 National Public Radio, Inc. News report titled "A Holocaust Survivor, Spared From Gas Chamber By Twist Of
Fate" was originally broadcast on NPR's All Things Considered on January 27, 2015, and is used with the permission of

NPR. Any unauthorized duplication is strictly prohibited.

Unless otherwise noted, this content is licensed under the CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license

4


