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Abstract:  

Zachary Greenbaum was born on May 10, 1917 in Strachovitza, Poland to a large 
family.  Although he was not a healthy child, he was active in his local Zionist youth 
organization throughout his teens. When the war started Zachary became a shoe 
shiner for the Gestapo and this position protected him from a worse fate.  During the 
war he lived and worked in a camp near Vilna.  After the war, Zachary went to the 
city of Lodz, then to Wroclaw (Breslau), then to Dušniky.  Then he went to the 
Displaced Persons camp in Bergen-Belsen.  On June 18, 1946, Zachary took a train 
from Frankfurt to Bremen.  From there, he took a cattle boat to the United States and 
lived and worked with his sister in Washington, DC. 

 
0:00:43 Zachary was born on May 10, 1917.  He had six sisters and three brothers.  Everyone in 

Zachary's town Strachovitza (Wierzbnik), Poland was religious.  They ate kosher 
foods and studied at the yeshiva.  When Zachary was five years old he became very 
sick, and none of the doctors in town knew what to do.  He developed worms 
(described them like tape worms), and had them for two years. 

 
0:03:56 Zachary was healthy again by the age of 13.  He joined a Zionist youth organization and was 

very active in it until age 18.  Zachary registered for the Polish army in 1938.  His 
sisters were married and one moved to the United States.  Everyone in Zachary's 
town worked.  It was a hard life, but everyone was happy. 

 
0:05:47 Ninety percent of the people in Zachary's hometown were gentile.  There was some anti-

Semitism, but they learned to deal with it.  The Jewish families in Zachary's town 
were very close.   

 
0:07:56 Two weeks before the war started in 1939, Zachary's father died.  He was allowed to go 

home for the funeral.  It was the last time he saw his mother. 
 
0:08:55 Zachary was stationed on the Hungarian border, at Drogobych.  When Stalin and Hitler 

signed a pact three days before Yom Kippur, Zachary and a group of other soldiers 
ran off into the woods.  They went from town to town, finding shelter where they 
could. 

 
0:10:56 The Russians in Lodz took Zachary and the other soldiers in.  Later they were put on cattle 

cars and sent to Siberia, but Zachary jumped off and hid under one of the cars that 
did not move. 

 
0:12:42 Zachary heard that one of his brothers and the rabbi from his hometown were in Lodz. He 

found them and stayed in that town, working for a baker.  Zachary’s brother had an 
American visa.  He promised the rabbi he would help him get to Vilna in Russia, if 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

 
This is a verbatim transcript of spoken word. It is not the primary source, and it has not been checked for spelling or accuracy. 



the rabbi helped his brother.   
 
0:15:12 In 1940, when Zachary was helping the rabbi to get to Vilna, his feet froze and he lost his 

toes.  In 1941, the Germans arrived in Russia. 
 
0:16:54 Lithuania became neutral and the Germans gave them Vilna.  Zachary was in a hospital for 

six months because of his feet.  When he got out of the hospital, he worked for a 
Russian tailor in a factory until the Germans took it over.  Zachary came back from 
work one night and found out that the town has been bombed. 

 
0:19:20 The Germans took the old people and the pregnant women from Vilna.  They also emptied 

the hospital.  In two weeks they organized two ghettos for the Jews, one small and 
one big.  Zachary hid with a janitor. 

 
0:21:10 He stayed with the janitor for three weeks.  At night he would go to the sewers.  In June or 

July there was a rumor that a Jew had killed a German.  The Germans took 500 
people.  Zachary was among them.  It took them five attempts to find out whether 
Zachary was Jewish.  When they did, they knocked his teeth out. 

 
0:22:52 The Gestapo kept the 500 people in jail for six months.  All but 18 of them were killed in the 

spring, with the sharp end of rifles.  Zachary asked, "Where was God?"  The 18 
people who were not killed, including Zachary, became tailors and shoemakers for 
the Gestapo. 

 
0:25:24 Zachary became a shoe shiner for the Gestapo.  Every outfit had people from the ghetto 

working for it.  The people stole from where they worked.  Every evening when they 
returned to the ghetto, the Jewish and the German police would search them and 
anyone caught stealing was shot on the spot. 

 
0:27:05 In 1943, the ghettos were closed, but Zachary still worked shining shoes for the Gestapo.  

One day they got drunk and beat Zachary.  He was put in a jail cell where he carved 
his name.  The Germans put the Jews in a monastery near the town, and killed the 
priests. 

 
0:30:01 The camp near Vilna had a large population.  Fifteen men, including Zachary, worked at 

another camp digging holes and cleaning tanks.  Zachary dug a hole under a nearby 
electric fence.  A woman from the town used to throw rocks over the fence to 
Zachary with messages wrapped around them that said, "Get out, it's getting late."  
Zachary would crawl under the fence, get food, and come back with the help of this 
lady. 

 
0:32:08 Ninety-five days before the Russians came, Zachary escaped.  He found a taxi, a horse and 

buggy, and told him that he had get to the funeral parlor because his mother was 
dying.  He covered his face so no one could see his beard, because they would know 
that he had come from the camp.  He took two of his sisters with him, who are now 
living in Atlantic City.  In 1944 the Russians came. 
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0:36:14 Zachary talks about daily life in the ghetto.  He lived with the fear that every day he could be 

killed.  Zachary says that in three years they killed everyone.  He lived in Vilna for 
three years. 

 
0:37:59 Zachary talks about the Judenrat President, Gentz.  He says that Gentz was a nice guy. 

Zachary used to tell him to be careful because "something" was going to happen.  In 
the end Gentz was killed. 

 
0:40:00 The ghetto started with 200 people.  They cut wood, fixed shoes, and did various other jobs.  

Zachary couldn't  sleep at night.  Everyone worried about what they would eat.  
Ten people lived in a 12x14 room.  The ghetto was watched day and night.  Zachary 
says there was no life. 

 
0:42:42 There had been a refinery under construction by the Russians.  The Germans put Jews in 

huge holes that had been dug for the refinery.  The Jewish police also killed people.  
They wanted to prove something to the Germans.  They threw children up in the air 
and shot them. 

 
0:43:45 Zachary talks about several run-ins with a member of the Jewish police named Weiss, who 

was particularly mean.  He says the Jewish police were monsters.  He says in the 
ghetto they ate potatoes and soup, but not meat.  They closed the hospital.  He asks 
again, "Where was God?" 

 
0:46:23 He used to pray that a bomb would blow them up.  He and others in the ghetto used to put 

arsenic under their fingernails, because it was better to kill yourself than let them kill 
you.  He tells about one man who did just that.  The Gestapo was angry and beat the 
others. 

 
0:48:22 In September or October, 1944, the town was liberated by the Russians.  The Germans 

burned the city before they left.  The woman who was hiding Zachary got drunk one 
night and threw him out.  He lived outside until the Russians came.  Zachary started 
a tailor shop and made suits for the Russians. 

 
0:51:12 His two sisters, who had escaped with Zachary were living with someone else.  In 1945, 

Zachary was given papers that allowed him to return home to Poland.  He rode on a 
cattle train, which took three weeks to get to Poland.  When Zachary arrived in his 
hometown, he saw an old man who had been his neighbor.  The neighbor told 
Zachary that everyone was killed and asks how come he was still alive.  One of the 
neighbor's sons came out and told Zachary that three of his sisters were killed.  
Zachary's mother, two sisters, and two brothers had been sent to Auschwitz.  One 
brother survived. 

 
0:55:14 Zachary went to the city of Lodz, then to Wroclaw (Breslau), then to Dušniky with a group 

of guys.  He found two cousins.  Then he went to the Displaced Persons Camp in 
Bergen-Belsen where he stayed for two months. 
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0:56:32 Zachary found his brother in 1945 in Munich.  At first he did not recognize him.  They went 

to Frankfurt where they were put in a Displaced Persons camp.  The camp was set up 
by Eisenhower.  Mrs. Roosevelt came there.  Zachary told Mrs. Roosevelt that there 
should be meat in the soup and the next day there was. 

 
0:58:12 On June 18, 1946, Zachary took a train from Frankfurt to Bremen.  From there, he took a 

cattle boat to the United States.  Zachary's sister in the United States had sent him 
papers. 

 
0:59:41 Zachary fought for the existence of Israel, but his sister and brother were in the United 

States, so he decided to move there.  When Zachary arrived, he had no job and no 
trade.  He lived with his sister in Washington, DC.  Zachary couldn't speak English.  
He worked for his sister's cleaning place on Wisconsin Ave. for nine years. Then he 
went to Toronto to meet some friends of his parents.  It was there that he met the 
woman he later married. 

 
1:02:19 In 1954, Zachary and his brother, who was a grocer started a cleaning business.  Zachary had 

a happy life, but there is not a day that he does not remember what happened. 
 
1:03:21 Zachary had no education.  In Poland, he had only completed third grade, and then went to 

high school at night for two years at age 15.  Zachary later went to an a school in the 
United States.  He became a United States citizen in 1951.  Zachary opened a new 
place in Gaithersburg, MD.  He says he can't forgive the Germans for the rest of his 
life. 

 
1:05:47 Zachary shows a picture of himself in uniform in 1938.  The picture had been sent to his 

sister.  He shows a picture of his sister Ida and her six-year old daughter, taken in 
1937.  They both died in the gas chambers.  Zachary shows a picture of his father in 
the hospital, and a picture of another sister and her four-year old daughter.  Zachary 
shows a picture of his last days in the camp.  Only he and the two sisters who 
escaped with him survived. 

 
1:08:50 Zachary went back in 1988 and took pictures of the house in which he hid.  In 1991 he 

visited the grave of the lady who hid him and the two sisters.  He shows his ID in 
1944 when he was in Germany looking for surviving family members. 

 
1:11:04 Zachary shows a picture from a suburb of Frankfurt taken in 1946, with a monument. 
 
1:13:14 He repeats the story of his escape. 
 
1:15:36 Zachary expresses his feelings of how this should never be forgotten and should never 

happen again.  He says, “Let's hope for the best." 
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