
 
     Summary of Interview with 
     Leon Nelson 
00:00:00 My name is Leon Nelso, Before it was Leon (Nechlanski (ph), 00:00:30 
I was born in ]_910. This coming November I will be 78 years old. Born in 
Malava, Poland. In my family, there were about 160 people. T ~ brothers, 
sisters, and many others, 00:01:00 Gives names of brothers and parents. 
00:01:30 Owned a bid dairy farm. For four years, went to a regular elementary 
school 00:02:00 Went four years to a Yeshiva. 00:02:30 After those four years, 
told mother he wanted tobe a shoe maker. Mother wanted him to be a tailor. 
00:03:00 Worked for two years for himself. 00:03:30 I worked for others for 
abut a year, and then the war broke. Then I was in a labor camp for two years. 
00:04:00 In 1941, there were 11,000 Jews in Malava. By 1942, many had left for 
other towns, and there were about 6,000. In the labor camp, did manual work, 
on roaDS. 00:04:30In 1941, they cut us in half - my wife, she used to live in 
the Polish part, I lived in the Jewish part. They took some 3,000 people and 
sent them to other cities. 00:05:00 Was married in 1928 00:05:30 While I was 
in the labor camp, the family was at home. 00:06:00 On Nov. 15, 1942, the 
Germans chased us out of the ghetto. Other relatives were sent straight to 
Treblinka. 00:06:30 Me and my family, we went to Auschwitz. Q: Before we go 
into that. tell me what life was like in the ghetto.  
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          Nelson - 2 
00:07:00 My son had a job and was able to move around, so every day he would go out 
and get things. He was a good little boy. 00:07:30 Q: How did most people survive?    
 Peopkle used to bring things but if they were caught, they were hanged. Sixteen 
people were hanged. 00:08:00 Talks about the reactions of community learders. 00:08:30 
Q: Why were these people hanged? Because they let people bring in a few potatoes. 
00:09:00 On nov. 17, we were to go. My sone took my hand and said he wanted to go with 
me. A soldier hit him in the head with his rifle, and he died right there. 00:09:30 
Shows a picture~of his family. 00:10:00 The next day, a Polish man, came to me and 
said that all my family had gone to the gas chamber. 00:10:30 We were transported by 
train. My wife and her relatives were on the same train with me. There were a thousand 
people in a car, pile up like straw. 00 ~ 00 When he arrived at Auschwitz, after all 
his family was gone, he made up his mind to go with them, because he couldn't believe 
it. 00 ~ 30 They had told us that after two or three weeks we would be resettled in 
Madagascar, )):12:00 Q: Did you witness the separations at Auschwitz?     9Does not 
answer the question.) Yes. The next morning I heard they went to the gas chambers, 
00:12:30 Was assigned to cut grass on a nearby hill. Couldn't work fast enough and so 
they were struck.  
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00:13:00 I told my nephew who was there that the next day, I would go over the 
wire, because I had nobod~ left. He said that if I did, he would do the same 
the next day. Then they made a selection. 00:13:30 They took people who were 
weak or imjured, to go to Auschwitz for the gas chambers. We were at Bilkenau 
and could see what was happening. 00:14:00 I was among those left behind. I 
could see what they were doing. Making big holes in the ground, with fires. 
00:14:30 They three people in the holes alive and burned them/ From eight 
o'clock at night until six in the morning. For three years I saw this happen, 
so help me God. 00:15:00 The stench was terrible. They burned up three and a 
half million people there. 00:15:30 They didn't have the crematoriums in 1942, 
They came in 1943. They already had the gas chambers. 00:16:00 I worked there 
for three years. I know the names of the Gestapo there. I made them boots. 
00:16:30 I escaped the gas chamber one time. 00:17:00 But I was caught. I was 
sent to the gas chamber again, but was saved by an officer who wanted me as a 
shoemaker. 00:17:30 I worked in a factory, but made the boots on the outsice. 
00:18:30 Made boots for the SS, for engineers, officers. And worked in the 
factory. 00:19:00 Got some extra food as a result.  
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          Nelson - 4 
00:19:30 When the officer was so pleased with the boots, I asked him why he was sending 
all the Jews to the gas cjamber; I am Jewish too. He said, "Du s ~artze hund." 00:20:00 
"I need you. Otherwise you would go up the chimney in smoke too." Q: Would you show us 
your tatooed number? Pull~s up his jacket sleeve. 00:20:30 That was done when I came in 
to Auschwitz, God was not with my family, but he was with me. 00:21:00 Q: Were there 
other people who worked with you in the factory? Gives some names. 00"21"30 Three of us 
survived. One lives in israel, one in Frankfurt-on-Main 00:22:00 Has visited Israel. 
00:22:30 Q: Tell ne how things went after you worked in the factory? A: I worked in the 
factory. 00:23:00 Q: Did you have any feeling that the war was going badly for the 
Germans? 00:23:30 ~here was a radio in the factory. The day they tried to kill Hitler, 
we knew. Everybody was ready to go out of tye factory. 00:24:00 Q: Were you liberated 
from Auschwitz? A: No 00:24:30 Feb. 23rd. they took us to Germany. Every day, thousands 
of people died in the gas chambers, 00:25:00 Then they tool us to Bergen-Be~sen, by 
train. We came into Bergen-Belsen about the first of March.  
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          Nelson - 5 
00:25:30 There 2343 50-60,oo people there, most;y women. They died like flies, 
from hunger and illness. I was there abot 3~ months, and saw what was going on. 
00:26:00 We were there until April 15. On April 15, General Mongomery liberated 
the camp. 00:26:30 A doctor said that if the British had arrived two days later, 
there would have been another 40,000 dead. 00:27:00 They were ready to feed us 
poisoned bread. 00:27:30 The British, they gave us nothing. 00:28:00 They had 
bread and chocolate from the Americans, but nothing for us. So we decided to 
escape and went to another camp. 00:28:30 When I was in Bergen Belsen, someone 
called into the barracks, is there anyone from Malava? I said yes. 00:29:00 There 
were two women, asking if I wanted to go to the United States. I said I wanted to 
go back to Malava. So they gave me cigarettes and candy and money. 00:29:30 
Returned to Malava by way of the Elbe, with Americans on one side, Russians on 
the other - six weeks after ;iberation. 00:30:00 I met a Russian officer who 
asked me if I was Hebrew. I said yes and he said he too was Hebrew. 00:30:30 He 
told me to go where the Russians soldiers were burning German money. 00:31:00 
With the money, I got on a train. But in Berlin, they took it all away.  
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          Nelson 4 6 
00; 31:30 In Malava, met Russian soldiers 00:32:00 They treated us very 
well. 00:32:30 In 1973, when I was in Israel, I saw the same Russian 
general, with his family. They were living in Israel. 00:33:00 Q: How long 
did you stay in Malava? A: A year 00:33:30 Q: Did you find anyone from your 
family. A: No, just my nephew, who was in camp with me, I heard he was in 
America. 00:34:00 Q: How did you do in Malava? A: I worked as a shoe maker. 
I did very well. I had five people working with me. 00:34:30 One night, 
some soldiers came. They wanted the money. So I gave it to them, and the 
next day, we took the plane to Berlin. Q: And you remarried there? 00:35:00 
Married and had one son. 00:35:30 Went bacl to Berlin. Moved around in 
Germany until we came to Munich. 00:36:00 I was away when my sone was born. 
I had no money. I travelled all over on this nunber - points to the arm 
with the tatoo - on trains and planes. 00:36:30 Spent time in a DP camp in 
Germany Q: How did you come to the United States? 00:37:00 Had relatives in 
the Ubited States, an uncle. He sent the papers. 00:37:30 The uncle from 
St. Louis brought me out.  
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00:38:00 We came to New Orleans. My uncle sent us $11 to spend. 00:38:30 Came into 
Kansas City two days before 1950. 00:39:00 I was a busy man in K.C. Not making 
parties, but helping all kinds of people. 00:39:30 Talks about raising money for 
various causes. 00:40:00 Q: How did you maintain yourself. A: My uncle in St. Louis 
sent us clothes, money, packages, every week. 00:40:30 Context unclear - talks about 
his uncle getting into trouble for sending money through the mail . 00:41:00 First 
place he worked, had trouble about being Jewish. 00:41:30 Uncle lent him money and he 
purchased a shoe repait shop. Just made a living. 00:42:00 Came to Phoenix about two 
years prior because his children were there. 00:42:30 Wants to go to Israel. I love 
the land. If I die, send me there. 00:43:00 I am an American but Israel is first. 
When I went to Israel, I visited Ben Gurion. He is a landtsman of mine. 00:43:30 We 
were raised together. I used to know his parents. Hw said, "You momser. You lost six 
million people in Europe and you"re still alive!" 00:44:00 We have other big men - 
Rickover's father; [Victor[ Ehrlich, from the Bund - the Russians killed him.  

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. 



 
Nelson - 8 
00:44:30 (Interviewer) Well, we're glad that you were a shoemaker because 
you were able to survive. Its as respectable a job as any other. 
00:45:00When we came to Phoenix, my sone told people what I had been 
doing in Kansa~s City. 00:45:30 I was on the board of directors there. I 
came here and I told people we had to dp things not in the millions. 
00:46:00 We need a monument with the names of families. 00:46:30 I love 
my work here. 00:47:00  (Obviously agitated) 
00:47:30 (Interviewer) We will be having an observance for Krystalnacht 
here and I hope you can attend, 00:48:00 Thank you very much for your 
contribution. 00:48:30 That's why i want to make a monument - for our 
children's children. 00:49:00 Just a little monument with our names on 
it. 00:49:30 Spend just a few dollars. 00:50:00 (Interviewer) There will 
be a monument in WAshingto n for all of us. A: That's different. Phoenix 
is different. 00:50:30(Poses with his family picture - the one shown 
earlier) 
QQx~xQQ A closing shot.  
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