
"Political Prisoners, Slave
Laborers, and Civilians of

Many Nationalities"

The Liberation of the
Concentration Camps

INAugust 1945, a harrowing document landed on Arthur Sulzberger'sdesk. It described the wartime experiences of Elsbet Midas Gerst, a
cousin of Erich Midas from Furth. The publisher had helped Erich, his
wife Thea (Iphigene's cousin), and their young daughter immigrate to the
United States 7 years earlier. The letter from Gerst to her parents and
sisters had circulated among the Ochs relatives and someone had made
sure Erich Midas' carefully translated version found its way to the New
York Times.

Gerst and her husband had left Furth the same year as the Midases,
escaping to the Netherlands - or so they thought. In July 1943, after
the Gersts had spent 3 years living under harsh Nazi occupation, eight
Gestapo men stormed their hiding place and Elsbet's excruciating odyssey
began. After 3 weeks in a German prison, she was sent to Westerbork, a
transit camp. A month later, Gerst, along with hundreds of others, was
loaded into a cattle car, with one barrel for drinking water, and another as a
toilet. It was August 24, 1943,her twenty-seventh birthday. The following
night, the train arrived at Auschwitz.

One of 40 women to survive the selection process, Gerst was stripped,
shaved, tattooed, dressed in dirty, torn clothes, and dumped in barracks
with three tiers of beds. During her time in Auschwitz, Gerst underwent
medical experiments and witnessed even worse conducted on others. "We
were forced to see how other persons were hung, how parts of their bodies
were cut off, how they were martyred with or without instruments," she
wrote, "how some were driven to the electric wire, how little children were
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chambers while being beaten." ,I

Gerst eventually was sent to a labor camp, where the inmates had to

stand in line for roll call every morning and every evening for 3 or 4 hours.

They went to work each morning surrounded by police dogs that the

5.5. occasionally set loose on the prisoners. Only one thing kept her alive

there, she wrote - her fanatical pursuit of cleanliness. She would sneak

out of the barracks in the middle of the night to secretly wash herself with

cold water in the freezing open air. With the Russians approaching, the

Germans forced the inmates to leave the camp on January 18, 1945. For

3 days, they wandered through 5-foot high snow drifts without food or

drink; anyone who did not march was shot. They were then loaded into

an open coal car. "It was so cold in the cars that our overcoats froze to

the bottom and our hair, so far as it was existent, froze together," Gerst

wrote. The first night Gerst managed to grab a "beautiful thick" blanket

that had slipped off an 5.5. man and "that's the reason I didn't freeze to

death." After a IO-day trip without food or toilet facilities, she arrived at

Ravensbrueck at 10 at night. In the dark, Gerst managed to scavenge 10

times as much of her first meal as she was supposed to. She stayed there

a month and was then transported to a factory where she subsisted on

rations of a pint of water, a piece of turnip, and one slice of bread. Falling

ill, she was taken to a hospital where she persuaded the nurses to allow her
to remain once she had recovered.

After a 6-week hospital stay, Gerst was returned to the factory. "Then

we heard after thirteen days, the Russians would come from the one side

and the Americans from the other side to liberate us," she wrote, but "we

still had thirteen days with hunger and misery and nobody really dared

hope that liberation would come to us." It did. The Russians arrived

in tanks and armored cars. The electric wire surrounding the camp was

broken, and the inmates rushed to the 5.5. post to gorge themselves on
the food the Germans had left behind.

Once Gerst had recovered, the Red Cross provided transportation for

her return to the Netherlands. In Amerongen on August 5, 1945, waiting

for her husband who would never come, Gerst composed the letter that

filled 18 typed pages. A few weeks later it arrived on Arthur Sulzberger's
desk.

After reading the letter, the publisher sent a copy to the editor in charge

of the Times magazine. I


