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OBJECTIVES
• Students will raise and consider key

questions regarding the Holocaust.

• Students will recognize that geno-
cide is a threat to all humanity, and
the loss of one group is a loss to all.

ESSENTIAL QUESTION
How did German national policy 
concerning the Jews become genocide?

RESOURCES
1A Photo: Einsatzgruppen
1B Reading: The Einsatzgruppen

2 Reading: “Greetings from Hell”

3A Reading: The Wannsee Conference
3B Reading: The Protocol of the

Wannsee Conference
3C Reading: Nazi Language

4 Map: The Concentration Camps

5 Photos: Deportation and Arrival

6 Map: All Roads Lead to Auschwitz

7 Flow chart for “Operation
Reinhard,” Auschwitz, and
Majdanek

8 Map: Jews Murdered Between
September 1 1939 and May 7 1945

9A Poster of Shoes
9B Poem: “A Mountain of Shoes”

10 World War II and Holocaust
Time Line

LESSON OVERVIEW
In this lesson students will trace the steps taken by the Nazis to
carry out the “Final Solution.”

INSTRUCTIONAL PLAN AND ACTIVITIES

Activity 1

• Review homework reading from The Cage. Discuss how life
became increasingly difficult in the ghettos.

Activity 2

• Read the quotation from Night aloud to students. Lead students
in a discussion of what Elie Wiesel saw and how he reacted to it.

Activity 3

• After students have examined Document 1 and read Document
2, ask them to speculate how one human being could do this to
another.

Activity 4

• After students have examined the remaining documents, ask
them to explain how the Nazis were able to carry out the “Final
Solution.”

Concluding Question

• How did each of the steps contribute to state-sponsored geno-
cide?

Contemporary Connection

• “For evil to succeed, it is only necessary for good men to do
nothing.” Explain.

• Is it human nature for people to hate?

• Can hatred be stopped? If so, how? If not, what then?

Homework
Read excerpts from Fragments of Isabella by Isabella Leitner and
Night by Elie Wiesel. Write a brief reaction paper connecting the
material from the class lesson and the reading excerpts.
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QUOTATION

“Never shall I forget” from Night by Elie Wiesel 

Never shall I forget that night, the first night in camp, which has turned my

life into one long night, seven times cursed and seven times sealed. Never

shall I forget that smoke. Never shall I forget the little faces of the children,

whose bodies I saw turned into wreaths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky.

Never shall I forget those flames which consumed my faith forever. Never

shall I forget that nocturnal silence which deprived me, for all eternity, of

the desire to live. Never shall I forget those moments which murdered my

God and my soul and turned my dreams to dust. Never shall I forget these

things, even if I am condemned to live as long as God himself. Never.

Elie Wiesel, Night (New York: Bantam, 1982), page 32 .



DOCUMENT 1A

The Einsatzgruppen

On December 1, 1941, in
Kovno, Lithuania, SS Colonel
Karl Jager completed a report
stamped Geheime Reichssache!
(“Secret Reich Business”). A
German businessman who had
become a member of the SS in
1932, Jager filed his report as
the commander of
Einsatzkommando 3JC (EK3),
a unit of Einsatzgruppe A (EG-
A). Jager’s report stated: “Today
I can confirm that our objective
to solve the Jewish problem for
Lithuania, has been achieved by
EK 3. In Lithuania there are no
more Jews, apart from Jewish
workers and their families.”

Jager claimed that
Einsatzkommando 3JC
accounted for the deaths of
more than 130,000 Jewish
men, women, and children.
Prior to the arrival of EK 3JC
in Lithuania on July 2, 1941, he
estimated, another 4000 Jews
had been “liquidated by
pogroms and executions,”
bringing the Jager report’s total
of Jewish dead to 137,346.

Far from being isolated
episodes, Jager’s report and the

mass murder it tallied were part
of the systematic destruction
policy that Nazi Germany
implemented when its military
forces invaded Soviet territory
on June 22, 1941. Prior to the
invasion, Hitler resolved that
the campaign would destroy
both communism and Soviet
Jewish life, for part of his anti-
Semitism emphasized that com-
munism was a Jewish invention.
Einsatzgruppen—special
mobile killing squads composed
of SS, SD, and other police and
security personnel—were
ordered to execute Communist
leaders and, specifically, “Jews in
the party and state apparatus.”
Nazi interpretation placed vir-
tually all of the Soviet Union’s
Jews in that category. Thus,
with key logistical support from
the German Army and enthusi-
astic help from anti-Semitic col-
laborators, the Einsatzgruppen
specialized in the mass murder
of Jews.

About 1.3 million Jews
(nearly a quarter of all the Jews
who died during the
Holocaust) were killed, one by

one, by the 3000 men who
were organized into the four
Einsatzgruppen that headed
east in the summer of 1941.
Deadly contributors to what
became known as the “Final
Solution,” these mobile killing
units rounded up Jews and
brought them to secluded
killing areas. The victims were
forced to give up their valu-
ables and take off their cloth-
ing. They were then murdered
by a single or massed shots at
the edges of ravines or mass
graves that the victims were
often forced to dig themselves.

Like Colonel Karl Jager,
most of the Einsatzgruppen
officers were professional men.
They included lawyers, a physi-
cian, and even a clergyman.
Postwar trials brought some of
them to justice. Arrested in
April 1959, Jager said of him-
self that “I was always a person
with a heightened sense of
duty.” That sense of duty made
him and his Einsatzgruppen
colleagues efficient killers.
While in custody, Jager hanged
himself on June 22, 1959.

David J. Hogan and David Aretha, eds. The Holocaust Chronicle: A History in Words and Pictures. (Lincolnwood, IL: Publications International, 2000), 236..
Reprinted by permission.

198 Genocide
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DOCUMENT 1B

Photo: Einsatzgruppen

QUESTIONS
1. What was the Einsatzgruppen and who were they?

2. How did the use of the Einsatzgruppen set the stage for what became known as the “Final
Solution”?

3. How could human beings do this?



200 Genocide

DOCUMENT 2

“Greetings from Hell…” by Dina Mironovna Pronicheva

They call me Dina. Dina Mironovna Wasserman.
I was raised in a poor Jewish family, but my
upbringing was in the spirit of Soviet ideology
based on internationalism rather than national-
ism, which could not have any place for any prej-
udices. So I fell in love with a Russian youth,
Nikolai Pronichev, whom I married, becoming
Dina Mironovna Pronicheva, giving my nation-
ality in my passport as Russian. We lived in love
and happiness for some time and I gave birth to
two children, a boy and a girl. Before the war I
was an artist in the special theatre for the
teenagers in Kiev.

On the second day of the war, my husband
was sent to the front line and I remained with
my two little children and with my old, sick
mother. On September 19, 1941, Hitler’s army
occupied Kiev and from the very first days start-
ed to annihilate the entire Jewish population.
Rumors, passed from one to another telling us
terrible stories of persecution and killings of the
Jews, were confirmed officially a few days later
by posters placed on each corner: “All Jews from
Kiev should come with all their belongings to
Babi Yar immediately. Whoever will not obey the
order will be shot on the spot.”

We did not have the slightest idea where Babi
Yar was, but we understood that nothing good
would come of it. I dressed my children, the girl,
three years of age, and my boy, five, and took
them to my Russian mother-in-law. Then I, with
my old, sick mother, went to the road to Babi Yar
following the Germans’ last order. The Jews by
the thousands were on the way to Babi Yar.
Alongside us marched an old Jew with a snow-
white beard, with his tallit and tfilin [articles
used by Orthodox and Conservative Jews during

prayer], praying constantly and reminding me of
my beloved father, who used to pray the same
way. In front of me was marching a young
woman with two children in both her arms. A
third child, a little older, holding the woman’s
dress, trying with his little feet to keep up. Old
and sick women were loaded in farmers’ wagons
filled up to the top with sacks and suitcases.
Little children cried; elderly people, who could
hardly follow the crowd, cried silently. Russian
husbands escorted their Jewish wives, and
Russian wives escorted their Jewish husbands.
We marched from early morning till late in the
evening—three days in a row . . .

Approaching Babi Yar we heard machine
guns and terribly inhuman cries. I did not want
to tell my mother what was going on. She was
marching silently all the time, but I believe she
realized what was happening. My mother, a
medical doctor, a pediatrician, was a very intelli-
gent and wise person. When we entered the gate
of the camp, we were ordered to give up all our
documents and leave all our baggage, especially
our jewelry. A German approached my mother
and with all his force pulled off the golden ring
from her finger. Only then did my mother speak:
“Denochka, you are Pronicheva, you are Russian,
go back to your little children. Your life is with
them.” But I could not run away. We were sur-
rounded by German soldiers with machine guns,
by Ukrainian policemen with wild dogs, ready to
bite anyone trying to escape. I embraced my
mother and with tears in my eyes said: “I cannot
leave you alone. I will stay with you.” But she
shoved me away, ordering with a strong voice,
“Go away immediately.” I went to a table at
which a heavy-set German was checking all doc-
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DOCUMENT 2 (continued)

“Greetings from Hell…” by Dina Mironovna Pronicheva

uments and said softly: “I am a Russian.” He
carefully examined my passport when one of the
Ukrainian policemen said: “Do not believe her.
We know her well. She is Jewish.” The German
asked me to wait on one side.

I was shocked to see how every few minutes a
group of men, women and children were
ordered to disrobe and to stand on the edge of a
long ravine and . . . then they were killed by
machine guns. I saw it with my own eyes, and
although I was standing far away from the
ravine, I heard terrible cries and children’s soft
voices: “Mama, mama.” I stood there paralyzed,
thinking how could people be treated worse than
animals and brutally killed for the only crime
that they were Jewish. Suddenly I fully realized
that the fascists were not human beings but wild
animals. I saw a young naked woman feeding a
naked baby with her breast, when a Ukrainian
policeman grabbed the infant and threw it into
the ravine. The woman tried to save her baby,
running toward the child, but she was killed
instantly. This I saw with my own two eyes. I
would never believe this could happen. How can
anyone believe it?

The German who ordered me to wait guided
me to a high-ranking officer and showing him my
passport said: “This woman claims to be Russian,
but one of the Ukrainian policemen knows her to
be a Jewish woman.” The officer examined my
passport for a long while and in a harsh tone said:
“Dina is not a Russian name. You are Jewish. Take
her away.” The policeman ordered me to undress
and pushed me towards a hole where a new group
was awaiting their destiny. But before shots were
fired, probably from great fear, I jumped into the
hole on top of dead bodies.

In the beginning, I could not realize what
was going on. Who I am? How did I reach the
hole? I thought that I lost my senses, but when a
new wave of human bodies started to fall down
into the hole, I suddenly understood the whole
situation with sharp clarity. I started to examine
my arms, legs and my entire body just to make
sure that I was not wounded at all, and I
remained motionless, like a dead person. I was
surrounded by dead and gravely wounded peo-
ple, when I suddenly heard a baby’s cries:
“Mamochka.” It sounded like my own little
daughter and I cried bitterly, not able to move. I
still heard, from time to time, machine guns and
bodies falling one on top of the other. I tried
with all my force to push aside the falling
corpses to have enough air to breathe, but doing
this at long intervals, not to be noticed by the
policemen standing outside the huge hole.

Then, in time, everything stopped and there
was absolute silence. The Germans were checking
the big hole, shooting from time to time, when
they noticed some movement, killing the badly
wounded but still-alive victims. On top of me was
a body of a man, and although he was very heavy,
I somehow supported him till the Germans
passed this part of the big hole. Then suddenly I
saw the earth falling down around me. I was
buried alive! I closed my eyes, holding my arms
high to keep the air coming. When it became
absolutely silent, dead silent, I brushed away the
sand from my eyes and my body and with all my
force started to climb from the huge hole.

I was among thousands and thousands of
inert corpses and I became terribly frightened.
Here and there the earth was moving—some of
the buried were still alive. I was looking at myself
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DOCUMENT 2 (continued)

“Greetings from Hell…” by Dina Mironovna Pronicheva

and I was terrified. My thin nightgown, which
covered my naked body, was red from blood. I
tried to get up, but was very weak. I started talk-
ing to myself: “Dina, get up, run away, run to
your children,” and with all my might I started to
run again in the direction of a huge mountain
surrounding the huge ravine. Suddenly, I felt
some movement behind me and was frightened,
but after a while I turned around and heard:
“Tetenka. Do not be afraid. They call me Fema.
My family name is Schneiderman. I am eleven
years old. Take me with you. I am very much
afraid of darkness.” I came nearer to the boy. I
embraced him wholeheartedly and I cried softly
and the boy pleaded: “Do not cry, Tetenka.”

We started to move in deep silence, trying to
reach the end of the ravine, helping each other,
finally reaching the very top of the huge hole. But
when we started to run we heard shots again and
we fell down to the ground, afraid to say a word.
After a long while I embraced the boy, asking him

how he felt, but he did not answer. In the deep
darkness I started to check his arms, legs, his
head. He was motionless—there was no sign of
life. I lifted myself to look into his face. He was
lying with his eyes closed. I tried a few times to
open his eyes, then I understood that the boy was
dead. Most probably the shot I heard a few min-
utes earlier had finished his life forever. I kissed
the cold little body, lifted myself with all my
strength and started to run as fast as I could,
leaving behind me this horrible place called Babi
Yar. I permitted myself to stand straight to my
full height and suddenly I noticed in the darkness
a little house. A cold chill penetrated my whole
body but I overcame my fear and I silently
approached the window, knocking delicately. A
half sleepy voice of a woman asked: “Who is
there? What do you want?” I answered: “I just ran
away from Babi Yar,” and I heard an angry voice:
“Go away immediately. I do not want to know
you.” And I went running as fast as I could.

Dina M. Pronicheva, “Greetings from Hell.” In Joseph Joseph Vinokurov, Shimon Kipnis, and Nora Levin, Yizkor Bukh (Book of Remembrance)
(Philadelphia: Publishing House of Peace, 1983), 45–47.

QUESTIONS
1. Why might Dina’s marriage be described as an intercultural one?

2. What evidence foreshadows disaster at Babi Yar?

3. What is Dina’s mother’s advice, and what does Dina do about following it?

4. How does Dina survive?

5. How does Dina’s experience personalize the terror felt by victims of the Einsatzgruppen?
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DOCUMENT 3A

The Wannsee Conference

In November 1940 Reinhard
Heydrich, head of the Reich Security
Main Office, arranged for the
Nordhav SS Foundation to buy an
impressive lakeside villa at Wannsee,
an affluent suburb of Berlin. It
became a guesthouse for both SS offi-
cers and visiting police. The Wannsee
Haus is best known, however, for an
important meeting that Heydrich
convened there on January 20, 1942.

Mass shootings of Jews in the
East had begun seven months earlier.
At Chelmno, Poland, the gassing of
Jews had started in early December.
Thus, the Wannsee Conference did
not initiate the “Final Solution”;
rather, Heydrich used the meeting to
orchestrate it.

High-ranking officials in the SS
and key Reich ministries received
Heydrich’s invitations to the confer-
ence. Nearly all knew about the
deportations and killings already in
progress. Nevertheless, Heydrich
expected objections to his agenda,
which required eliminating European
Jewry by murder or “extermination
through work.”

His worry was unnecessary. The
participants stated their views about
details—where the Final Solution
should have priority, what to do with
Mischlinge (part-Jewish offspring of
mixed marriages), and whether to
exempt skilled Jewish workers—but
members were generally enthusiastic
about Heydrich’s basic plan.

Besides Heydrich and Adolf
Eichmann, the SS officer who prepared
the meeting records, 13 men attended
the Wannsee Conference. Representing
the Reich Ministry for the Occupied
Eastern Territories (primarily
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia) were
Dr. Alfred Meyer, who held a Ph.D. in
political science, and Dr. Georg
Leibbrandt, whose study of theology,
philosophy, history, and economics
had also given him a doctorate.

Six others had advanced degrees
in law. Coauthor of the 1935
Nuremberg Laws, Dr. Wilhelm
Stuckart represented the Ministry of
the Interior. Dr. Roland Freisler came
from the Ministry of Justice. He would
later preside over the Volkagerichstshof
(People’s Court), whose show trials

would condemn nearly 1200 German
dissidents to death.

Dr. Josef Buhler would argue that
the Generalgovernment in Occupied
Poland, the territory he represented,
should be the Final Solution’s priority
target. Gerhard Klopfer worked under
Martin Bormann as director of the
Nazi Party Chancellery’s legal division,
where he was especially concerned
with Nazi racial policies. Dr. Karl
Eberhard Schöngarth and Dr. Rudolf
Lange served security and police inter-
ests in Poland and other Nazi-occu-
pied territories in Eastern Europe.

The conference’s other partici-
pants included Martin Luther,
Friedrich Kritzinger, Otto Hofmann,
Erich Neumann, and Heinrich Müller.
The men who planned, ate, and drank
at the Wannsee Haus on January 20,
1942, were neither uneducated nor
uninitiated as outlines for the Final
Solution were put on the table. When
Hitler’s Berlin speech of January 30
proclaimed that “the results of this
war will be the total annihilation of
the Jews,” these men could nod in
well-founded agreement.

David J. Hogan and David Aretha, eds. The Holocaust Chronicle: A History in Words and Pictures. (Lincolnwood, IL: Publications International, 2000), 300.

QUESTIONS
1. What was the purpose of the Wansee Conference?

2. Who were the participants in the Wansee Conference and what was their background?

3. How did the results of the conference further the policy of state-sponsored genocide?

4. What is your reaction to the Wansee Conference?
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DOCUMENT 3B

The Protocol of the Wansee Conference

From the Protocol of the Wannsee Conference
…In lieu of emigration, evacuation of the Jews to the east has emerged as an additional possible solu-
tion, now that the Führer’s prior authorization has been obtained.

But although these operations are to be regarded solely as temporary measures, practical experi-
ence has already been gathered here and will be of major importance for the upcoming solution of
the Jewish question.

In the course of this final solution to the question of European Jewry, some 11 million Jews come
under consideration…

The Jews are to be sent in a suitable manner and under appropriate supervision to labor in the east.
Separated by sex, Jews able to work will be led in large labor columns into these areas while building
roads. In the process, many will undoubtedly fall away through natural attrition.

The remainder that conceivably will still be around and undoubtedly constitutes the sturdiest seg-
ment will have to be dealt with accordingly, as it represents a natural selection which, if left at liberty,
must be considered a nucleus of new Jewish development.

In the course of the practical implementation of the final solution, Europe will be combed through
from west to east. Priority will have to be given to the area of the Reich, including the Protectorate of
Bohemia and Moravia, if only because of housing shortages and other sociopolitical needs.

The evacuated Jews will initially be brought without delay to so-called transit ghettos, and transport-
ed from there further to the east… The starting point of the major evacuation will depend largely on
military developments. With regard to the treatment of the final solution in those European regions
occupied or influenced by us, it was suggested that appropriate specialists at the Foreign Office join
with whoever is the official handling this matter for the Security Police and Security Service…

Gerhard Schoenberner and Mira Bihaly, eds. House of the Wannsee Conference. Translated by W.T. Angress and B. Cooper. (Berlin: Haus der Wannsee-
Konferenz, 1992), 58. English Version of Guide and Reader to Permanent Exhibit.

QUESTIONS
1. What is stated in the Protocol of the Wansee Conference?

2. What is not stated?
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DOCUMENT 3C

Nazi Language

During the twentieth century, we have learned that words need not serve the purpose of honest commu-
nication. In fact, words are often used to hide truth and deceive people. During the Holocaust, the Nazis’
language not only shielded reality from their victims but also softened the truth of the Nazi involvement
in mass murder. This kind of manipulation of language is still practiced in the modern world.

Harry Furman, ed. Holocaust and Genocide: A Search for Conscience (New York: Anti-Defamation League, 1983), 109–110.

See questions on page 206

German Word Literal Meaning Real meaning
1. Ausgemerzt Exterminated (insects) Murdered
2. Liquidiert Liquidated Murdered
3. Erledigt Finished (off) Murdered
4. Aktionen Actions Mission to seek out Jews and kill them
5. Sonderaktionen Special actions Special mission to kill Jews
6. Sonderbehandlung Special treatment Jews taken through the death process
7. Sonderbehandelt Specially treated Sent through the death process
8. Sauberung Cleansing Sent through the death process
9. Ausschaltung Elimination Murder of Jews
10. Aussiedlung Evacuation Murder of Jews
11. Umsiedlung Resettlement Murder of Jews
12. Exekutivemassnahme Executive measure Order for murder
13. Entsprechend behandelt Treated appropriately Murdered
14. Der Sondermassnahme zugefuhrt Conveyed to special measure Killed
15. Sicherheitspolizeilich durchgearbeitet Worked over in security police measure Murdered
16. Losung der Judenfrage Solution of the Jewish question Murder of Jewish people
17. Bereinigung der Judenfrage Cleaning up the Jewish question Murder
18. Judenfrei gemacht Made free of Jews All Jews in an area killed
19. Spezialeinrichtungen Special installations Gas chambers and crematorium
20. Badeanstalten Bath houses Gas chambers
21. Leichenkeller Corpse cellar Crematorium
22. Hechenholt Foundation Diesel engine located in shack at Belzec

used to gas Jews

23. Durchgeschleusst Dragged through Sent through killing process in camp
24. Endlosung The Final Solution The decision to murder all Jews
25. Hilfsmittel Auxiliary equipment Gas vans for murder
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QUESTIONS (Refer to the chart on page 205 to answer these questions.)

1. Having examined the list of Nazi terms, what is your further interpretation of the meaning of the
Protocol of the Wansee Conference/

2. What is the irony of the words “Arbeit Macht Frei” that appeared on the gates of Auschwitz?

DOCUMENT 3C (continued)

Nazi Language
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Martin Gilbert, Atlas of the Holocaust (New York: William Morrow, 1993), 28.

QUESTIONS
1. In which country were all of the death camps located?

2. Why were they placed there?

DOCUMENT 4

Map: The Concentration Camps
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QUESTION
Explain how Documents 5 through 8 illustrate the implementation of the Protocol of the Wannsee
Conference.

DOCUMENT 5

Deportation and Arrival

Deportation

Arrival
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DOCUMENT 6

Map: All Roads Lead to Auschwitz

This map shows the
main deportation rail-
ways to the most
destructive of all the
concentration camps,
Auschwitz. From each of
the towns shown on this
map, and from hun-
dreds of other towns
and villages, Jews were
deported to Auschwitz
between March 1942
and November1944,
and gassed.

As the maps in this
Atlas record, Jews were
killed in many other
concentration camps, as
well as at Auschwitz; in
death camps and slave
labor camps elsewhere,
or at the hands of
mobile killing squads.

Martin Gilbert, Atlas of the Holocaust (New York: William Morrow, 1993), 47. Reprinted by permission.
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Michael Berenbaum, The World Must Know (Boston: Little, Brown, 1993), 126.

DOCUMENT 7

Flow Chart for “Operation Reinhard,” Auschwitz, and Majdanek
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DOCUMENT 8

Map: Jews Murdered between September 1, 1939, and May 7, 1945

Martin Gilbert, Atlas of the Holocaust (New York: William Morrow, 1993), 244. Reprinted by permission.
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DOCUMENT 9A

Poster of Shoes

On loan to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum from the State Memorial Museum at Majdanek.
PMM-II-3-5/1-1950/IL89.02.01-.1950, PMM-II-3-6/1-58/IL89.02.1951-.2000

For educational purposes only. Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Photograph by Arnold Kramer.

QUESTIONS
1. What does the poster depict? Be as specific as you can with your description.

2. What might these shoes tell you about life before Auschwitz?

3. For what purposes might the shoes have been collected?

4. In what ways are the materials used to make shoes important during a war?

5. How does selecting and wearing shoes or clothing relate to your personal identity? Can you retain
your personal identity when forced to abandon your personal belongings?

6. How might the loss of your shoes and clothing be a jarring personal loss?

7. The Nazis collected millions of pieces of clothing and personal belongings from their victims and
redistributed these goods. What questions does this raise for you about how this was accomplished?

The “Final Solution” was not only systematic
murder, but systematic plunder. Before victims
were gassed at Belzec, Sobibor, Treblinka,
Chelmno, Majdanek, and Auschwitz-Birkenau,
the SS confiscated all their belongings. First to
go were money and other valuables; clothes
were next. This mass pillage yielded mountains
of clothing. Auschwitz-Birkenau and Majdanek
together generated nearly 300,000 pairs of
shoes, which were distributed among German
settlers in Poland and among the inmates of
other concentration camps. The shoes in this
photo were confiscated from prisoners in
Majdanek. The “Final Solution” produced over
2,000 freight carloads of stolen goods.
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DOCUMENT 9B

A Mountain of Shoes

By Moche Shulstine

Translated by Bea Stadtler and Mindelle
Wajsman

I saw a mountain
higher than Mt. Blanc
and more holy than the mountain of Sinai,
not in a dream.
It was real.
On this world it stood.
Such a mountain I saw.
of Jewish shoes in Maidanek,
Such a mountain
Such a mountain I saw
And suddenly
a strange thing happened.
The mountain moved
moved….
and the thousands of shoes arranged themselves
by size
by pairs
and in rows
and moved.

Hear! Hear the march
hear the shuffle of shoes left behind—that which remained
From small, from large
from each and every one.
Make way for the rows
for the pairs
for the generations
for the years.
The shoe army—it moves and moves.

Michael Berenbaum. The World Must Know. Little, Brown & Company. Boston, Mass. 1993, 145

QUESTIONS
1. What does the poet want us to know about the original owner of the shoes?

2. What is the significance of the following lines: “The mountain moved / Moved…and the 
thousands of shoes arranged themselves…”

3. The poet writes, “We are the shoes, we are the last witnesses.” What does this mean?

4. Why is this mountain of shoes more holy than the mountain of Sinai?
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WORLD WAR II/
HOLOCAUST TIMELINE

ROAD TO WAR ROAD TO HOLOCAUST
Genocide

November Allies land in North Africa.

January Wannsee Conference plans “Final
Solution” to murder all Jews in Europe.

March Extermination by gas begins at Belzec
extermination camp.

March Deportations to Birkenau begin.

May Extermination by gas begins at Sobibor
extermination camp.

June Treblinka extermination camp begins
operation.

July Mass deportation of Jews from France,
Belgium, Holland, Greece, Norway, and
Germany to extermination camps. Mass
deportation of Jews from Warsaw Ghetto
to Treblinka. Armed resistance by Jews in
the ghettos.

December Extermination ends at Belzec after
600,000 Jews are murdered.

1942

February Nazis defeated at Stalingrad.

January First Warsaw Ghetto uprising breaks out.
First transport of Gypsies arrives at
Auschwitz.

March Liquidation of Cracow ghetto.

April Warsaw Ghetto revolt lasts 33 days.

April Chelmno ends extermination operations
after 340,000 Jews are liquidated.

June Himmler orders all ghettos liquidated.

August Inmates revolt at Treblinka. Camp is
closed after 750,000 Jews are killed.

October Mass rescue of Danish Jews to Sweden.
Inmate revolt at Sobibor. Camp is closed
after  250,000 Jews are murdered.

1943
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WORLD WAR II/
HOLOCAUST TIMELINE

ROAD TO WAR ROAD TO HOLOCAUST
Genocide

March Nazis occupy Hungary.

June Allied invasion of Normandy.
Nazis in retreat on the Russian front.

May Deportation of Hungarian Jews begins.
437,000 sent to Auschwitz.

July Soviets liberate Majdanek extermination
camp.

August Gypsy camp at Auschwitz destroyed after
3,000 Gypsies are gassed.

October Revolt by Auschwitz inmates; one crema-
torium blown up.

November Last Jews deported from Theresienstadt
to Auschwitz.

1944

January Soviets liberate Auschwitz.

April Mussolini executed by Italian partisans.

April Hitler commits suicide.

May 2 Soviet army captures Berlin.

May 8 Nazi Germany surrenders; end of World
War II in Europe.

January Nazis evacuate Auschwitz; death marches
of inmates begin.

Spring Liberation of camps.
British liberate Bergen-Belsen.
Americans liberate Dachau.
Ravensbruck liberated.

November First major Nuremberg war crimes trial
begins.

1945



216 Genocide

In her graphic account of life in Auschwitz, Isabella from Auschwitz to Freedom, Isabella Leitner deftly
and painfully recounts her fight to survive. Isabella and her sisters must pass Dr. Mengele’s selections
and find a way to maintain their will to live in the face of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. This
excerpt describes Isabella’s arrival in Auschwitz and the shocking revelation of what lies ahead.

HOMEWORK READING

Isabella from Auschwitz to Freedom by Isabella Leitner

May 28, 1944—MORNING
It is Sunday, May 28th, my birthday, and I am
celebrating, packing for the big journey, mum-
bling to myself with bitter laughter—tomorrow
is deportation. The laughter is too bitter, the
body too tired, the soul trying to still the infinite
rage. My skull seems to be ripping apart, trying
to organize, to comprehend what cannot be
comprehended. Deportation? What is it like?

A youthful SS man, with the authority,
might, and terror of the whole German army in
his voice, has just informed us that we are to rise
at 4 a.m. sharp for the journey. Anyone not up at
4 a.m. will get a Kugel (bullet).

A bullet simply for not getting up? What is
happening here? The ghetto suddenly seems
beautiful. I want to celebrate my birthday for all
the days to come in this heaven. God, please let us
stay here. Show us you are merciful. If my senses
are accurate, this is the last paradise we will ever
know. Please let us stay in this heavenly hell forev-
er. Amen. We want nothing—nothing, just to stay
in the ghetto. We are not crowded, we are not
hungry, we are not miserable, we are happy. Dear
ghetto, we love you; don’t let us leave. We were
wrong to complain, we never meant it.

We’re tightly packed in the ghetto, but that
must be a fine way to live in comparison to
deportation. Did God take leave of his senses?
Something terrible is coming. Or is it only me?
Am I mad? There are seven of us in nine feet of
space. Let them put fourteen together, twenty-

eight. We will sleep on top of each other. We will
get up at 3 a.m.—not 4—stand in line for ten
hours. Anything. Anything. Just let our family
stay together. Together we will endure death.
Even life.

THE ARRIVAL
We have arrived. We have arrived where? Where
are we?

Young men in striped prison suits are rush-
ing about, emptying the cattle cars. “Out! Out!
Everybody out! Fast! Fast!”

The Germans were always in such a hurry.
Death was as always urgent with them—Jewish
death. The earth had to be cleansed of Jews. We
already knew that. We just didn’t know that shar-
ing the planet for another minute was more than
this super-race could live with. The air for them
was befouled by Jewish breath, and they must
have fresh air.

The men in the prison suits were part of the
Sonderkommandos, the people whose assign-
ment was death, who filled the ovens with the
bodies of human beings, Jews who were stripped
naked, given soap, and led into the showers,
showers of death, the gas chambers.

We are being rushed out of the cattle cars.
Chicha and I are desperately searching for our
cigarettes. We cannot find them.

“What are you looking for, pretty girls?
Cigarettes? You won’t need them. Tomorrow you
will be sorry you were ever born.”
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HOMEWORK READING (continued)

Isabella from Auschwitz to Freedom by Isabella Leitner

What did he mean by that? Could there be
something worse than the cattle car ride? There
can’t be. No one can devise something even
more foul. They’re just scaring us. But we cannot
have our cigarettes, and we have wasted precious
moments. We have to push and run to catch up
with the rest of the family. We have just spotted
the back of my mother’s head when Mengele, the
notorious Dr. Josef Mengele, points to my sister
and me and says, “Die Zwei.” (“those two”) This
trim, very good-looking German, with a flick of
his thumb and a whistle, is selecting who is to

live and who is to die.
Suddenly we are standing on the “life” side.

Mengele has selected us to live. But I have to
catch up with my mother.

Where are they going?
Mama! Turn around. I must see you before

you go to wherever you are going. Mama, turn
around. You’ve got to. We have to say goodbye.
Mama! If you don’t turn around I’ll run after
you. But they won’t let me. I must stay on the
“life” side.

Mama!

Isabella Leitner, Fragments of Isabella (New York: Anchor Books, Published by Doubleday 1978), 21–22, 34-35.

QUESTIONS
1. Describe Leitner’s response to the following key situations and people:

• her birthday 

• the youthful SS man

• conditions in the ghetto

• arrival in Auschwitz

• Dr. Mengele

• Mama

2. Why would Leitner refer to the ghetto as “the last paradise”?

3. Identify or highlight lines indicating what life ahead will be like.
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HOMEWORK READING

Night by Elie Wiesel

Night, Elie Wiesel’s account of his teenage years in Auschwitz and Buchenwald, grippingly portrays
the horrors of life under the Nazis. This excerpt describes his terrifying departure by cattle car
from Transylvania, in Hungary, to Auschwitz. In a later lesson, the words of the same young man,
thinking only of food as he is liberated from Buchenwald, are used to provide a perspective on the
traumatized survivors.

Lying down was out of the question, and we
were only able to sit by deciding to take turns.
There was very little air. The lucky ones who
happened to be near a window could see the
blossoming countryside roll by.

After two days of traveling, we began to 
be tortured by thirst. Then the heat became
unbearable.

Free from all social constraint, young people
gave way openly to instinct, taking advantage of
the darkness to flirt in our midst, without car-
ing about anyone else, as though they were
alone in the world. The rest pretended not to
notice anything.

We still had a few provisions left. But we
never ate enough to satisfy our hunger. To save
was our rule; to save up for tomorrow.
Tomorrow might be worse.

The train stopped at Kaschau, a little town
on the Czechoslovak frontier. We realized then
that we were not going to stay in Hungary. Our
eyes were opened, but too late.

The door of the car slid open. A German
officer, accompanied by a Hungarian lieu-
tenant-interpreter, came up and introduced
himself.

“From this moment, you come under the
authority of the German army. Those of you
who still have gold, silver, or watches in your
possession must give them up now. Anyone who
is later found to have kept anything will be shot

on the spot. Secondly, anyone who feels ill may
go to the hospital car. That’s all.”

The Hungarian lieutenant went among us with a
basket and collected the last possessions from
those who no longer wished to taste the bitter-
ness of terror.

“There are eighty of you in this wagon,”
added the German officer. “If anyone is missing,
you’ll all be shot, like dogs…”

They disappeared. The doors were closed.
We were caught in a trap, right up to our necks.
The doors were nailed up; the way back was
finally cut off. The world was a cattle wagon
hermetically sealed.

We had a woman with us named Madame
Schachter. She was about fifty; her ten-year-old
son was with her, crouched in a corner. Her hus-
band and two eldest sons had been deported
with the first transport by mistake. The separa-
tion had completely broken her.

I knew her well. A quiet woman with her
tense, burning eyes, she had often been to our
house. Her husband, who was a pious man,
spent his days and nights in study, and it was she
who worked to support the family.

Madame Schachter had gone out of her
mind. On the first day of the journey she had
already begun to moan and to keep asking why
she had been separated from her family. As time
went on, her cries grew hysterical.
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HOMEWORK READING (continued)

Night by Elie Wiesel

On the third night, while we slept, some of
us sitting one against the other and some stand-
ing, a piercing cry split the silence:

“Fire! I can see a fire! I can see a fire!”
There was a moment’s panic. Who was it

who had cried out? It was Madame Schachter.
Standing in the middle of the wagon, in the pale
light from the windows, she looked like a with-
ered tree in a cornfield. She pointed her arm
toward the window, screaming:

“Look! Look at it! Fire! A terrible fire! Mercy!
Oh, that fire!”

Some of the men pressed up against the bars.
There was nothing there, only the darkness.

The shock of this terrible awakening stayed
with us for a long time. We still trembled from it.
With every groan of the wheels on the rail, we
felt that an abyss was about to open beneath our
bodies. Powerless to still our own anguish, we
tried to console ourselves:

“She’s mad, poor soul…”
Someone had put a damp cloth on her brow,

to calm her, but still her screams went on:
“Fire! Fire!”
Her little boy was crying, hanging onto her

skirt, trying to take hold of her hands. “It’s all
right, Mummy! There’s nothing there…sit
down…” This shook me even more than his
mother’s screams had done.

Some women tried to calm her. “You’ll find
your husband and your sons again…in a few
days…”

She continued to scream, breathless, her
voice broken by sobs. “Jews, listen to me! I can
see a fire! There are huge flames! It is a furnace!”

It was as though she were possessed by an evil
spirit which spoke from the depths of her being.

We tried to explain it away, more to calm
ourselves and to recover our own breath than to
comfort her. “She must be very thirsty, poor
thing! That’s why she keeps talking about a fire
devouring her.”

But it was in vain. Our terror was about to
burst the sides of the train. Our nerves were at
breaking point. Our flesh was creeping. It was as
though madness were taking possession of us all.
We could stand it no longer. Some of the young
men forced her to sit down, tied her up, and put
a gag in her mouth.

Silence again. The little boy sat down by his
mother, crying. I had begun to breathe normally
again. We could hear the wheels churning out
that monotonous rhythm of a train traveling
through the night. We could begin to doze, to
rest, to dream…

An hour or two went by like this. Then
another scream took our breath away. The
woman had broken loose from her bonds and
was crying out more loudly than ever:

“Look at the fire! Flames, flames every-
where…”

Once more the young men tied her up and
gagged her. They even struck her. People encour-
aged them:

“Make her be quiet! She’s mad! Shut her up!
She’s not the only one. She can keep her mouth
shut…”

They struck her several times on the head—
blows that might have killed her. Her little boy
clung to her; he did not cry out; he did not say a
word. He was not even weeping now.

An endless night. Toward dawn, Madame
Schachter calmed down. Crouched in her corner,
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HOMEWORK READING (continued)

Night by Elie Wiesel

her bewildered gaze scouring emptiness, she
could no longer see us.

She stayed like that all through the day,
dumb, absent, isolated among us. As soon as
night fell, she began to scream: “There’s fire over
there!” She would point at a spot in space, always
the same one. They were tired of hitting her. The
heat, the thirst, the pestilential stench, the suffo-
cating lack of air—these were as nothing com-
pared with these screams, which tore us to
shreds. A few days more and we should all have
started to scream too.

But we had reached a station. Those who
were next to the windows told us its name:

“Auschwitz.”
No one had ever heard that name.
The train did not start up again. The after-

noon passed slowly. Then the wagon doors slid
open. Two men were allowed to get down to
fetch water.

When they came back, they told us that, in
exchange for a gold watch, they had discovered
that this was the last stop. We would be getting
out here. There was a labor camp. Conditions
were good. Families would not be split up. Only
the young people would go to work in the facto-
ries. The old men and invalids would be kept
occupied in the fields.

The barometer of confidence soared. Here
was sudden release from the terrors of the previ-
ous nights. We gave thanks to God.

Madame Schachter stayed in her corner, wilt-
ed, dumb, indifferent to the general confidence.
Her little boy stroked her hand.

As dusk fell, darkness gathered inside the
wagon. We started to eat our last provisions. At

ten in the evening, everyone was looking for a
convenient position in which to sleep for a while,
and soon we were all asleep. Suddenly:

“The fire! The furnace! Look, over there!…”
Waking with a start, we rushed to the 

window. Yet again we had believed her, even 
if only for a moment. But there was nothing
outside save the darkness of night. With shame
in our souls, we went back to our places,
gnawed by fear, in spite of ourselves. As she 
continued to scream, they began to hit her
again, and it was with the greatest difficulty 
that they silenced her.

The man in charge of our wagon called a
German officer who was walking about on the
platform, and asked him if Madame Schachter
could be taken to the hospital car.

“You must be patient,” the German replied.
“She’ll be taken there soon.”

Toward eleven o’clock, the train began to
move. We pressed against the windows. The con-
voy was moving slowly. A quarter of an hour
later, it slowed down again. Through the win-
dows we could see barbed wire; we realized that
this must be the camp.

We had forgotten the existence of Madame
Schachter. Suddenly, we heard terrible screams:

“Jews, look! Look through the window!
Flames! Look!”

And as the train stopped, we saw this time
that flames were gushing out of a tall chimney
into the black sky.

Madame Schachter was silent herself. Once more
she had become dumb, indifferent, absent, and
had gone back to her corner.
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HOMEWORK READING (continued)

Night by Elie Wiesel

We looked at the flames in the darkness.
There was an abominable odor floating in the
air. Suddenly, our doors opened. Some odd-
looking characters, dressed in striped shirts and
black trousers, leaped into the wagon. They held
electric torches and truncheons. They began to
strike out to right and left, shouting:

“Everybody get out! Everyone out of the
wagon! Quickly!”

We jumped out. I threw a last glance toward
Madame Schachter. Her little boy was holding
her hand.

In front of us flames. In the air that smell of
burning flesh. It must have been about midnight.
We had arrived at Birkenau, reception center for
Auschwitz.

Elie Wiesel, Night. (New York: Bantam Books, 1982) pages 21-26

QUESTIONS
1. Describe Wiesel’s experiences regarding:

conditions in the cattle car

the German officer’s orders

Madame Schachter’s behavior

arrival at Auschwitz

2. Compare Wiesel’s account of his journey to  Isabella Leitner’s experience. Describe specific 
similarities and differences.
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