
Time-coded notes for Interview with Joseph Neuman 
May 2, 1990 

 
Joseph Neumann was born May 29, 1916 in (Smafracina), Slovakia. His family owned a 
bakery, and Joseph worked there until October 1938.  His family consisted of his father, his 
mother and thirteen children. He mentioned that antisemitism was very common in his town 
because the Catholic Priests taught that Jews were Christ-Killers. 
 
3:00  In 1938 Joseph volunteered for the Czech army, where there was also antisemitism. In 
1939, Joseph withdrew from the army because the Slovak Army was going to join the German 
Army and invade Poland. He chose to go to a labor camp. He figured that the labor camp with 
its two year time limit was better than fighting indefinitely on the front. 
 
5:00  In the labor camp, he was marched out of bed 3 or 4 times a night. 
 
6:17  After two years he returned home to find that Jews were being rounded up. They were all 
crying. 
 
6:55  He left and went into hiding in the forest. He took up work as a lumberjack. Only a few 
friends asked him what he was doing. The forest was safe but "boring." Joseph lived in a cabin. 
He said that he could have lived peacefully there for the whole war. He returned two years later. 
 
8:54  Joseph then told a story about how the SS stormed his hiding place as they were preparing 
for Passover. They took everyone but an eighty-year old women who was preparing the Seder. 
She said "God bless you to the SS." There was no Seder. 
 
10:04  The SS took the Jews and loaded them into cattle cars where they were brought to 
(Gilnia). From there they were brought to Auschwitz. They had never heard of Auschwitz.  
Everyone was screaming "NO, NO, NO." Joseph was not afraid, he thought that he should be 
prepared to work. 
 
11:04  "Nobody could dream of it," was Joseph's response to the question of whether he could 
have imagined his destiny. When he got there, six or seven people were already dead. 
 
12:13  He said that everyone had a suitcase and a knapsack. He was beat over the head as he 
exited the train. They were told to leave their clothes on the left and their suitcases on the right. 
 
13:10 They were all tattooed with ID numbers. At that point in time, April 1942, Auschwitz 
was mostly Polish prisoners. He said Hitler's "Final solution" had not truly started yet. He had 
no opinion about the tattoo. "It all happened too fast, I could think about nothing." 
 
14:26  They were quarantined in the barracks overnight. He said there were 900 in one 
basement. The next morning they were given coffee ("water") and marched to Birkenau. They 
all wore "Wooden clogs." At Birkenau they were beat severely and forced to do calisthenics all 
morning to see who was strong. "People deteriorated quickly." 
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17:40  Joseph was beaten badly and a nice Kapo, who had been a "German Flyer," took him to 
the hospital. He had a high temperature. The doctor took a bottle of blood from him. In there, 
he met a kind Jewish boy named Wessler from Slovakia. When the boy was taken away, Joseph 
felt "terrible, I wanted to die with him." 
 
21:00  He soon realized that the hospital patients were being gassed and somehow he got out 
before the next gassing. He went to the commanders office. He was asked by the head nurse 
"where he was," he responded "at work." The next morning he really did go to work to avoid 
the gas. The nurse came looking for him. The nurse found him at work, and told the 
commanding officer to treat him well because Joseph "was his." He was beat. 
 
24:00  He also told a story about Himmler's visit to Birkenau. Everything was "cleaned and 
scrubbed." They were all given double rations of bread and salami. Joseph said "If I was going 
to die it was going to be on a full stomach, then when I was full, I decided I did not want to 
die." 
 
25:00  Joseph next told how the nurse gave him new job of watching over supplies in the 
hospital. A thief came in and stole some thing, he was afraid. The thief asked Joseph if he was 
hungry and then gave him some bread. Other thieves started to come. 
 
27:00  He found a diamond and traded it to the head nurse for a good job. Joseph wanted to 
count in the morning the bodies that committed suicide at night. 
 
29:40  The nursery was the best way to survive. He had to go register and record the dead 
bodies. 
 
31:00  Joseph goes on to tell a story about how his job often brought him near Dr. Mengele. He 
worked near the transports, but could not talk to them. Dr. Mengele was "gentle." Joseph saw a 
change in Mengele's personality after he returned from Berlin, he was more ruthless. Before 
Berlin, he was a "human being and nice." When he returned he was more ruthless. 
 
33:46  One day while working near Mengele, Neumann got angry at a old Jewish man and 
grabbed him by the collar and yelled "Get out of here!", Mengele responded by saying that 
Neumann should take over his job. 
 
36:00-40:00 The next story was about Meyer Kronenberg who got married the day he was 
deported. His wife and him wrote love letters to each other in the camp. One letter was 
intercepted by the SS and Kronenberg was beaten and sentenced to hang. His friend Yosack 
turned to Neumann for help. Neumann told Yosack to steal two bottles of whiskey. Joseph then 
gave the bottles to his boss. The boss kept one bottle and took the other into the main camp 
record department. He got drunk with the staff. The records were changed. 
 
40:32  Joseph was never able to talk to the transport. He did see them come to Auschwitz. He 
once almost got a chance to talk to a transport from Hungary, but he ran away instead of risking 
it.  
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42:00  In 1942, either November or December, the (Sonderkommandos), who ran the 
crematoria, decided to try to escape. One guy told the SS and the next day they were all shot. 
 
44:34  Another time an inmate from Holland tried to escape by lying in the dead bodies, he 
failed. 
 
45:30  A third attempt at escape occurred when a Slovak lumberjack, who was "like a bull", 
tried to lie under lumber bound from Slovakia bound for Switzerland. He was found at the 
border and brought to Birkenau. He tried to make a deal with the SS, he was double-crossed 
and shot. 
 
48:09  Neumann then started to talk about a fourth attempt and he was not completely coherent. 
The four stories began to interweave and I could not understand exactly what he was saying. He 
spoke of an attempted escape that was turned over to the Gestapo by the SS. 
 
51:00  That story blended in with another story of a man who escaped from the camp and went 
back to Slovakia to warn other Jews. The SS then surrounded him and brought him back to the 
Birkenau as a first time prisoner. Joseph Neumann recognized him and a young boy made his 
old ID number into a fish and he was given a new tattoo. He is alive. 
 
52:00  When asked about the uprising in Warsaw, Neumann responded by saying that he only 
remembered seeing a few of the transports.  He then elaborated on the transports. He 
remembered the Holland and Greece transports. 
 
53:00  He especially remembered one transport from Paris because it had a Rabbi on it that had 
a powerful voice." "Skies should have come down." 
 
54:34  The Dutch Jews who were transported were the weakest. They could not take the rough 
life. 
 
55:52  In the Czech camp, Neumann had a sister. The Czechs came in 1943 and were allowed 
to keep their luggage. They were the propaganda barracks to show outsiders. They also had a 
six month quarantine, until March 7th. It happened to be their president's birthday. 
 
57:40  The Czechs wanted to have an uprising because one of the girls in the camp found out 
they were all going to be killed. Not many people believed it. 
 
59:47  Joseph goes on to tell a very interesting story of his friend who tried to escape. Victor 
Pestik had fallen in love with a girl in the Czech camp and he asked Neumann if he could 
smuggle her body out with the dead. The girl did not want to leave her mother. Pestik then got a 
high-ranking Nazi uniform from someone who was going to clean it. He rode out of camp 
through the main gates on a bicycle. 
 
2:19  Pestik went to the Auschwitz railroad station and bought a ticket. He soon returned to get 
his Czech girlfriend and her mother. Neumann asked someone where he could find Pestik, he 
was told Barracks X. When Neumann went to see Pestik with a civilian suit he had stolen, he 
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heard he was hiding in a kind of attic with two guns. He could not get near the barracks because 
the SS had already surrounded it. 
 
4:44  Joseph was then detained by the SS and interrogated. He told the SS that "he was not the 
man they were looking for." He saw Pestik hanging by his arms. 
 
5:41  Neumann and Pestik were then tied together and marched to jail cells. Joseph says they 
made "big news" because no one had ever seen a Jew and a SS guard (Pestik) tied together. 
They were put in different cells. 
 
6:50  Neumann was able to get to talk with Pestik by pretending to wash the floors near his cell. 
He had planned to collaborate their stories, but Pestik told him that he was going to "push all 
the blame over to him (Neumann)". Pestik already had the death sentence! Neumann threatened 
to tell the SS about Pestik girlfriend. Neumann's sister had the same last name as Pestik's 
girlfriend. He wasn't sure what to do. 
 
9:00  Pestik was scared because he was to be taken to Berlin for a "court marshall." He 
threatened the SS by saying that if they brought him to Berlin he would tell of the SS 
corruption. At the train station he was shot. The SS said he tried to escape. 
 
10:10  In 1944 the SS knew they were going to lose the war so they tried to get money from the 
prisoners. Joseph told of a story of a SS guard trying to make a deal for freedom with Joseph. 
He wanted 10,000 dollars. Neumann could only offer him gold and jewels. He was beaten. 
 
13:00  In October 2000 Poles were sent away because they viewed them as security risks. A 
Russian Colonel told Neumann he had a chance to get on the train with them. Neumann left 
with the Poles. 
 
15:04  He was given some bread by the other deportee, but did not speak their language. 
Neumann almost got caught when he had to speak. "His heart was pounding." 
 
16:43  He stayed with two other men near (Dachau) until the end of the war. 
 
17:10  They hid in a shed until they saw an army with white stars on their arms. They knew it 
was not the Russian army, so they figured it was the American. The American army had seen 
tattooed prisoners of war at other concentration camps. 
 
18:12  They were liberated. 
 
19:00  When asked why he survived, Neumann responded by saying that "more educated...more 
smart people died...People ask me why and I have to ask myself why. We must believe in 
something." 
 
19:57  "Some believe that there is "no God", others say it kept me alive." 
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21:21  In response to the question of why the Jews? Joseph said it went back 2000 years and 
that there was always antisemitism. Neumann believed that the Nazi antisemitism was just old 
hatred coming out that had been hidden under the table. "It was started by the Lutherans and the 
Catholics." "Nothing is new." 
 
23:25 When asked if Elie Wiesel statement that Auschwitz was of another planet, Neumann 
responded by saying "he described it well." "It was survival at all costs." Competition to  
survive. Joseph said that when new transports came they were all equal. But time distinguished 
and separated who could make it or die. 
 
24:43  He gave the example of prisoner competition when he described inmates who wanted 
him to remove the dead bodies after nine o’clock because the food rations would be overstated 
and the living could get more food. He gave a fraction of the extra food to the barracks 
commander in return for allowing him to have a later removal. 
 
25:00  Neumann said that the SS were trained into killing by having to kill cats then calves then 
larger animals. They were eased into slaughter before they had to kill humans. 
 
26:52  Neumann then commented on seeing Rudolf Hess but never talking to him. He said he 
saw all the famous SS. Kramer was the worst. He use to beat and kick Jews at whim. 
 
28:28  Joseph said the SS lived in soldiers quarters. Auschwitz use to be a camp for Polish 
soldiers. 
 
28:58  Joseph Neumann witnessed some of Mengele's twin experiments. He remembers once 
Mengele separated two twins from Hungary from the rest of the transports. The other doctors 
did not like to talk about the twin experiments. 
 
30:00  Once a transport from Poland came in and a girl killed (?) an SS guard. Another SS 
guard saw it happen and shot her. He then had Neumann take off her brazier and he "made her." 
"That was the kind of people they were." 
 
33:30  In June of 1942 Jews from a "large vicinity" were brought in and were put in isolation. 
"nobody was supposed to go in or out." Fred Wexler went in and asked the new transports to 
leave their jewels behind because so they could be used by the living. The SS caught Wexler 
and beat him. 
 
36:00  A friend of Wexler named Miller got involved and was sentenced to death. Somehow he 
survived, with a suitcase from the new inmates. 
 
38:12  Joseph Neumann said that "he only wanted to know what had to be know, it was 
dangerous to know more than that." 
 
39:03  Neumann commented that Mengele did not know that he was Jewish because he wore a 
jacket around the office. One day Neumann was walking down a road in camp and Mengele's 
car pulled up and Mengele wanted to speak with him. Neumann saluted Mengele and Mengele 
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was shocked he was Jewish. Mengele wanted to see Joseph in his office immediately. When he 
got their Mengele took out clay and made a mold of Neumann's face. He then compared the 
measurements to a book and told Neumann he had Jewish ears. He also told Neumann that he 
did not want him in his office when he was not present. 
 
42:00  Neumann felt scared that if ever alone with Mengele, he would be killed. 
 
43:09  Once Mengele called Joseph into his office and introduced him to a Doctor 
(Koblenzkaski). This occurred before Mengele knew that Neumann was Jewish. Dr. 
Koblenzkasi was a researcher and Neumann was to build him a bench for human skulls. 
Neumann asked this Doctor when they were alone "why he had come here to do research?" The 
next day the Doctor committed suicide. He had been from a city named Koblenz in Germany.  
The ruler of that city had given his family his name as a royal arms. 
 
45:18  There were many suicides. "Polish children could take more punishment that the 
Slovaks. He recalls a brother who asked the SS to kill him because his brother had just killed 
himself. 
 
46:46  Joseph Neumann was asked how the Holocaust changed his outlook? He responded by 
saying that he now believes that "people should eat today, save a little for tomorrow if you can, 
but don't make plans for the next generation." 
 
48:35  When he got to America he could not sleep, except for two hours a night. He went to the 
hospital and it was during the Vietnam War so the doctors were busy with soldiers. The doctor 
found his ID number. He was prescribed to take three pills a day. He would then sleep all 
weekend and would forget what happened that weekend. He took himself off the medication. 
The doctor then was upset with him. The doctor said the drugs were so that Joseph could forget 
his past. "What kind of person were they trying to make out of me?" 
 
50:51  Neumann was referred to the Psychology department. He was x-rayed and told he had a 
cracked skull. He stopped going to Doctors. 
 
50:30  Joseph started to talk about his experiences shortly after his liberation with other 
survivors. He never spoke about it to other people because American business would not give 
jobs to survivors. They thought they would need special treatment. 
 
52:48  He kept quiet so that he could get a job. 
 
53:16  Neumann does not fear about a repeat of the Holocaust for his safety because of "his 
age," but he is afraid for future generations. AIDS could be a new type of Holocaust. 
 
53:57  People are capable of anything. Prisoners were not people. 
 
55:23  He believes that the "Armenian Holocaust' was an effect of the Germans also. Germany 
and Russia were allies. "Hitler said: nobody lifted a finger for the Armenians, who will lift a 
finger for the Jews." 
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56:51  Future generations should fight against all antisemitism. "All I can say is that genocide is 
possible at any time. "Do not be quiet... It will not blow over." 
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