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THEY ARE NOT
FORGOTTEN

It’s over 65 years since the liberation of Nazi death camps in Eastern 

Europe, but it’s a period of history that a lifetime cannot erase. Lindy 

Davis takes part in the March of the Living, a walk from Auschwitz 

to Birkenau, to remember those who fell during one of the most 

horrendous periods in modern history.

Words by Lindy Davis

GRIM REMINDER
A large pile of 
shoes at Auschwitz 
serves as an eerie 
reminder of the 
many lives lost in 
the Holocaust.
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It’s my first visit to Poland and it’s 
exactly as I’d expected. There’s a 
bleak chill in the air and the sky 
is fittingly gloomy. The crowd 
gathered at Auschwitz for the 

March of the Living is finally quiet. An 
elderly man dressed in black stands like a 
silhouette at the entrance to the camp. He 
is a child survivor of the Holocaust. A sign 
hangs in an arch above him, an ominous 
reminder of the past: Arbeit macht frei 
(work brings freedom). The man speaks 
slowly and purposefully, re-telling the 
story of his release from the death camp. 

He was just eight years old when 
the gates at the concentration camp at 
Buchenwald, in east Germany, were 
finally opened. Sick and emaciated, 
he was hoisted onto a cattle truck by 
the allies and brought into town. Held 
up in front of the people of Weimar, a 
commander called out to them. “Take 
a good look at this boy. This was your 
enemy. You declared war against this 
child.” That fragile young boy is now 74.

Rabbi Israel Meir Lau speaks 
now as the chief rabbi of Tel Aviv 
(formerly chief rabbi of Israel). He has 
participated in every march since its 
inception in 1988. Speaking on behalf 
of the survivors, he requests that every 
participant make a personal pledge to 
build a better world so no man, woman 
or child should ever suffer cruelty of 
this nature again. 

The March of the Living is held 
every year in Poland. It takes place 
in either April or May, immediately 
following Passover. 

THE LARGEST DEATH CAMP
Thousands of people, many of them 
high school students, come from all 
over the world to march silently from 
Auschwitz to Birkenau, the largest 
Nazi concentration camp complex built 
during World War II, in memory of the 
Holocaust. The survivors, most of them 
elderly now, give a human face to this 
atrocity, and a public stage is set up for 
them to air their voices. 

Linking arms, they are gently 
supported by family and friends 
participating in the march. Painfully 
aware that the opportunity to share their 
stories with future generations lessens 
with every passing year, the survivors do 

their best to answer questions, digging 
deep into their memories. 

There’s an overwhelming sense of 
trepidation, and I’m only a participant, not 
a survivor. My daughter is with the student 
participants and they share a similar 
apprehension. Beyond the barbed wire 
that surrounds the camp, the countryside 
is lush. Vibrant groves of birch, oak and 
chestnut line the outskirts of town. 

The camp is much bigger than I’d 
imagined. Enclosed in barbed wire 
fencing and with watchtowers at every 
100-metre interval, it’s a stark reminder 
of the magnitude of this extermination 
program. And Auschwitz is just one 
of many camps scattered throughout 
Europe, each built with a common goal. 

It’s the largest of the death camps, and 
of the 1.3 million people sent there, 1.1 
million were Jews. Only 25 per cent of these 
became prisoners used for labour. The 

remainder was exterminated as part of the 
1942 ‘Final Solution to the Jewish Question’. 

Initially, Auschwitz was a prison  
for Polish political prisoners and anyone 
who was considered to be against the 
German government. After the gas 
chambers were built, it became a venue 
for mass extermination. 

From 1942 until late 1944, transport 
trains delivered trains of Jews to the 
camp’s gas chambers from all over Nazi-
occupied Europe. Those not killed in the 
gas chambers died of starvation, forced 
labour, infectious disease, individual 
executions, and medical experiments. 
Almost 250,000 children perished at 
the death camp, the majority of them 
immediately on arrival.  

I look at the remains of this camp. Row 
upon row of roughly constructed barracks 
with bare floors, lined with hundreds of 
wooden bunks stacked several layers high. 
A survivor tells me it was preferable to have 
a top bunk as the majority of prisoners had 
dysentery and those on the bottom would 

be worst hit. The hessian sacks they used  
as blankets were a breeding ground for lice. 
Without toilet paper and washbasins, 
 she says disease was rife. Most prisoners 
 with TB and typhoid died within weeks  
of contracting it. 

The average life expectancy of  
a prisoner at the camp was between  
three and six months. A cold draft  
blows through a gap between the roof 
and the wall, and I struggle to imagine 
how anyone survived the below freezing 
winter temperatures. 

TALES OF SURVIVAL
One of the survivors, Paul Freyberg, 
aged 86, is doing the march with his 
daughter, Yvonne. Their family once 
lived in Lodz and was subsequently 
forced into the ghetto. After his father 
was shot by a German soldier, the police 
arrested his mother whom he never saw 
again. Ordered to pack a bag of personal 
belongings, he was evacuated from the 
ghetto and fooled into believing he was 
headed for resettlement in the east. 

Paul spent two weeks at Birkenau 
before being taken to Dachau. He worked 
in a factory for 11 months before being 
liberated in April 1945. Paul attributes  
his survival to his mental and physical 
fitness and strength. This visit is partly  
to enable his daughter to understand 
more of her father’s history; but it’s also  
a form of closure for Paul, to bid his 
father a last tender goodbye. 

Another survivor, Leah Gurman, has 
made the trip with her granddaughter 
Kim. This is her third march and each 
time it’s no less difficult. At 79, she is 
one of the child survivors. Up until this 
trip, she’d been unable to talk about her 
experience with her children. But today, 
with Kim holding her close, Leah’s life 
unfolds and with it the pain and suffering. 

Originally from a small town east 
of Hungary, her family had been loaded 
onto cattle trucks and taken to Birkenau. 
Once they arrived a selection was made. 
She and her brother were holding their 
mother’s hand. Leah was instructed to go 
the labourers’ line, while her mother and 
brother were ordered to wait on the opposite 
platform. She never saw her mother or 
brother again. On advice from other female 
prisoners, she lied about her age and was 
sent to join a group of Hungarian women ▶

“The one who does not 

remember history is bound 

to live through it again.”

– George Santayana
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working in an armaments factory. Months later she 
was transferred by train and eventually forced to do 
the death march for almost four weeks. Out of the 
300 women who marched, just over half arrived at 
Bergen-Belsen alive. 

“It was like arriving in hell. There was no 
food to be found, naked bodies and excrement lay 
everywhere. I was covered in lice, and I’d given up 
trying to get them off me.” She was just 13 when 
Bergen-Belsen was liberated. Her entire family 
had been murdered except for one aunt. 

“I became very ill with typhus and was 
transferred to a Red Cross hospital in nearby 
Bergen-Belsen town. The next four months were 
spent in a delirious state, most of which I can’t 
remember. Some of the other female survivors 
have suffered ill health their entire life.” 

Leah spent the next two years in a Swedish 
hospital for children with tuberculosis. She was 
then transferred to an orphanage in France 
for seven months and, with no known family, 
subsequently issued a tourist visa to Israel. 

There she met her husband, whom she 
married in 1950, before moving to South Africa. 
They have two daughters and four grandchildren, 
and she divides her time between Israel and 
South Africa. This time, and in the presence of 
her granddaughter, she lights a memorial candle, 
saying Kaddish (a Jewish prayer) for the family 
she lost all those years ago.

ATROCITIES
A tour inside the main building takes me to a 
room piled high with satchels and thousands of 
pairs of shoes. The next one is filled with glass 
spectacles and prosthetics. The last room is 
the most shocking, and the glass case occupies 
an entire wall. Inside, piled high from floor 
to ceiling, is a mass of human hair: brunette 
locks, blonde plaits, black and grey tresses, all 
interwoven with dust. German records indicate 
around 2000 kilograms of hair was packed in 
bags and sold to factories to produce textiles. In 
much the same way, gold fillings were collected 

from prisoners’ teeth and melted down. The 
survivors describe how all their hair was shaved 
or cut on arrival at the camp. 

Prisoners who weren’t ordered to perish 
in the gas chambers consequently died from 
rampant epidemics, starvation, torture, medical 
experiments or arbitrary execution. Some chose 
to end their life rather than endure the hell 
they were living through. 

Block II was for court hearings. Prisoners 
who failed to obey orders were subjected to 
mock proceedings and a subsequent punishment 
was administered. 

Stone steps lead to a basement with  
cells beneath. The small dark spaces were 
designed for standing room only. They are 
known as starvation rooms, and prisoners 
would be held indefinitely, before being taken 
to the medical infirmary. Here, they were 
subjected to a series of experiments conducted 
by Dr Josef Mengele and his sadistic team. The 
handicapped were injected with lethal poisons 
to determine the length of time the body would 
take to succumb. Twins were rounded up for 
vivisection, and many prisoners were used to 
trial sterilisation drugs. 

Footsteps 

Into History
First established in 
1988, the March of the 
Living is a two-kilometre 
walk in silence from 
Auschwitz to Birkenau 
that takes place each 
year on Yom Hashoah 
(Holocaust Memorial 
Day). Designed to be 
in contrast to the death 
marches that occurred 
near the end of World 
War II, the walk aims 
to educate participants 
(mostly young Jews) 
of the atrocities of the 
Holocaust so that it will 
never happen again. 
This year’s march will 
happen on April 19.  
For more information 
visit motl.org

Survivor Samuel Ron, 87, with 
his granddaughter and march 
participant Carli Davis.
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The last barrack I enter is dedicated 
to memories. There are thousands of 
photographs. The prisoners’ sunken 
eyes, hollow cheeks and dehumanised 
expressions tell me everything I need 
to know. Males aged 20 look more like 
50. A picture of a female survivor shows 
her arriving at the camp weighing 75 
kilograms. Upon her release in 1945, her 
skeletal frame weighs one third of her 
original body weight at just 25 kilograms. 
There are many more like her. The photos 
and their adjacent birth dates seem 
incongruous. And the prisoners were never 
referred to by name, only by a number that 
had been tattooed on their arm.

EXTERMINATION
Moving towards the outskirts of the 
camp, large chimneys lie in the distance. 
To avoid panic among those that sensed 
impending danger, prisoners were told 
they were being sent to a special shower 
facility. They were used to following 
orders, their human spirit worn down 
considerably over the years. Descending 

the steps into the gas chamber itself, I’m 
completely enclosed in concrete. Rows of 
holes covered with metal plates line the 
ceiling. From there the doors were locked, 
the Zyklon B (cyanide-based pesticide) 
pellets were dropped and the people were 
exterminated. There are countless scratch 
marks etched into the concrete walls. I feel 
nauseated and overwhelmed. 

In the interests of Nazi efficiency, the 
crematorium is located beside the gas 
chamber. Brick ovens still stand alongside 
trolleys built to take hundreds of bodies into 
the furnace. One survivor tells me of the 
Sonderkommandos (special units), made up 
almost entirely of Jews, forced to empty the 
bodies from the gas chambers and burn the 
corpses. He says the system was designed to 
eliminate 1500 bodies in a day. 

There is a sense of relief as we depart 
Auschwitz. Just 200 metres from the camp, 
in suburbia, there are houses with white 
picket fences and pretty gardens displaying 
the first signs of spring. Lush green fields 
are dotted with bright yellow daisies, 
and beyond that lies the forest. The trees 
have hidden all manner of atrocities, with 
trenches for the shooting squads and death 
pits. A simple memorial stands under a 
canopy of trees as a reminder of those, 
mainly women and children, who were 

selected to perish in the gas chambers, but 
were ordered to wait in the woods until 
space became available. 

The group eventually stops walking 
and waits together quietly at the entrance 
to Birkenau camp. Summoning strength, 
we move forward over the railway line and 
into the camp, no less horrifying than the 
last. Participants place notes and prayers 
in memory of those loved and lost. I want 
to leave a message of hope for all those 
who perished: “They are not forgotten.” 

Out of nowhere the quiet is disturbed 
by a group of student participants. 
They walk together along the train 
tracks, singing Israel’s national anthem, 
“Hatikvah”. The younger generation wants 
it known that the horrors of the 20th 
century are never again to be repeated. 

We move towards the large holocaust 
memorial at the northern end of the 
camp. The stage is set with thousands of 
participants sitting together to honour the 
survivors. Their words and warnings need 
to be understood: “Never again.”

VISIT Follow in the footsteps of Lindy 
Davis in our online gallery as she 
takes part in the March of the Living.
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HORRORS OF AUSCHWITZ
Clockwise from opposite top left: The 
infamous Arbeit macht frei  sign marks the 
entrance; prisoners lined up for selection; 
a pile of spectacles; prisoners’ prosthetics 
on display; one of the crematoriums at the 
camp; a view of a guard tower at the camp; a 
collection of luggage; and an image showing 
the burning of dead bodies.


