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Auschwitz Liberation Birthday:
Finding new life after the holocaust

ALLAN CHERNOFF

“Happy birthday!" my
mom and her first [
cousin wished each
other on January 27,
even though neither
was born on the date.
Rather, it was the
anniversary of their new lease on life, of
the day the Soviet Red Army liberated them
from behind the barbed wire of Auschwilz-
Birkenau in 1945.

My mom, Rena Margulies Chemoff, was
11 then, and her cousin Frieda Tenenbaum
was 10. They were among the very few
children who somehow survived the
infamous death camp, where more than
a million people — mosily Jews, including
more than 200,000 children, but also gays,
Poles, Soviet prisoners of war, Roma and
Sinti (Gypsies) — were slaughtered.

For many years after their liberation,
Rena, Frieda and a few other Auschwitz
child survivors gathered to celebrate their
“birthday,” sharing tears and laughter,
flowers, food and drink. Together, they
explored their fragic past, and in doing so
helped each cther lo heal.

it didn't seem likely, in those last days
before the Soviets arrived, that my mother
and her cousin would survive. Nazi guards
ordered prisoners to line up by the camp’s

gales for evacuation marches, Rena,
Frieda and their mothers, convinced they
couldn’t survive a death march, sneaked
off to a deserted barracks fo hide under the
wood slats of the lowest bunk. They quietly
cowered against the frozen ground as
Nazi guards screamed “Alle Juden Raust”
(“All Jews Out!") and scoured the camp for
stragglers, who were then shot to death.

Silence eventually replaced the sounds
of violence. The guards had evacuated,
allowing the girls and their mothers to return
to the hospital barracks that had been
their most recent shelter. Even so, death
surrounded them. Starving musselmen, a
term for the mest physically and emotionally
spent prisoners, collapsed and died before
their eyes.

Those who retained a bit of strength raided
the kilchen and broke into a warehouse,
where they found blankets and layers of
clothing 1o protect against the celd. But the
situalion was still desperate.

Aweek later, Jan. 27, 1945 dawned clear
and brilliantly sunny at Auschwitz. Prisoners
first noticed what appeared to be dogs off in
the distance, tramping through deep snow.
But as the figures approached it became
clear they were soldiers, bundled in coats
and fur hats, approaching the camp. When
they realized it was the Soviets, who had
come {o liberate them, many of the survivors
hugged one ancther and cried with joy.

But seme of the inmates, including my
mother, weren't capable of elation. She
deseribes feeling numb, ill with tuberculosis,
and struggling lo come to terms with all she
had endured.

Indeed, the Soviet soldiers themselves
were unprepared for the pitiful sights they
encountered in the camps. Their leader,
Gen. Vasily Peltrenko, entered the hospital
barracks and broke down in tears.

An amy film crew soon afterward handed
Rena a striped prisoner's uniform o wear,
then recorded her and other children walking
past a barbed-wire fence. That widely aired
footage left the misimpression children in
the camp had wom such uniforms. In fact,
slriped uniforms were for the slave labarers
who worked oulside the camp in brigades
known as Aussenkemmandos. (Upon amival
at Auschwitz, most female prisoners, including
Rena, Frieda and their mothers, received
dresses taken from murdered prisoners.)

Liberation did not instantly free my mother
to regain her humanity. It returned gradually.
At a displaced persons camp, among a
communily of survivors, she filled in gaps in
her education and played with friends, free
from fear 1hat her laughter and cheer could
get her killed. Upen amival in the United
States, she found the love of a larger family,
which embraced her and assisted in her
adjusiment to a new country. She leamed to
live by living life again, eventually starting a

career and a family.

To be sure, the effect of Auschwilz on a
survivor never disappears; itmerely recedes.
But celebraling one’s liberation as a birthday
has been an effective way for these miracle
children — now among the last remaining
Holocaust survivars — to reaffimm life and
move beyond trauma,

Rena and Frieda’s group of Auschwilz
survivors no longer gathers each year to
celebrale the anniversary of their rescue.
Age, iliness and physical disiance make
that impassible. And before long, even the
youngest of them will be gone.

Their “"birthday,” though, must be
remermbered.
In declaring Jan. 27 Infernational

Holecaust Remembrance Day, the Uniled
Nations General Assembly urged its member
stales “to develop educalional programs
that will inculcate future generations with the
lessons of the Holocaust in order to help to
prevent future acts of genocide.”

Remembering — and educating others
about the importance of remembrance — is
the best paossible tribute to the viclims and
survivors, the best tool we have fo give
power to our cry, “Never again!”
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