
Bronia Tagner was born on the Polish-German border in 1926. She was the youngest of 
ten siblings born into a family of hardware workers. Her family was lower middle class but, were 
fortunate enough to all be fed and have a roof to live under. She went to public school where she 
was the only Jewish student. Even before the war started, there was obvious anti-Semitism 
directed towards her; when she was walking to school, the children would line up on both sides 
of the sidewalk and push her into each other, as if they were playing ball and she was the ball. 
Before the war, life was difficult but compared to during, it was a haven. 
 

After Germany invaded Poland, new anti-Semitic laws were instituted: wearing stars and 
prohibiting Gentiles from entering Jewish-owned stores. The soldiers would stand outside 
Bronia’s family’s hardware store, causing an economic dilemma due to no income. In order to 
provide for the family, her father became a delivery man for the farmers and delivered the goods 
around the town. This was the only source of income for the large family of twelve. Also, due to 
war time, rations were distributed. However, when the ration distributors saw a star, they would 
close. 
 
 The Jewish extermination also began: the Jewish intellects were publicly hung in the 
town’s center, the police also had mass shootings. The Jews would dig mass graves and line up 
in front of the grave. The police would then open fire on these people and they would fall back 
into the grave. Bronia’s cousin, who lived in the next town over, was selected to dig one of these 
graves. Realizing what was going to happen, her cousin jumped into the grave right before the 
shooting began. He heard the shooting and felt the bodies pile on top of him. He was buried 
under bodies for hours. When he finally felt it was safe to escape he unburied himself and ran to 
Bronia’s home. He was covering in blood and left a trail. At this point, it was still very late at 
night and Bronia’s mother scrubbed away the blood trail, in case someone was out looking for 
her cousin. 
 
 It was impossible to hide the information from the children. The fear was on the streets. 
Children heard it from others and went and told others. But, Bronia’s family never gave up. They 
always kept faith in God and religion. Her father told the children that no one was bigger than 
God and God would not let them die. It can’t always be bad; there will be good times and the 
war cannot last forever. They were determined to not sit and wait to die. 
 
 The Germans began to need war materials. Factories were built to make these materials 
so all that was needed was workers. The Germans went to the Jewish homes and collected all 
people aged ten to twenty to be workers. Bronia, being aged 13, was collected at her home. They 
came during the middle of the night. Her mother was so distraught by the idea of losing a child 
that she threw herself at the feet of the soldiers, and begged for them to take her instead. The 
soldiers beat her mother and took Bronia from her home, in the middle of the night and only in 
her nightgown. She asked to get her jacket and shoes, so the soldiers barrelled into her home to 
take her jacket and coat. This was the last time Bronia ever saw her family again. 
 
 Bronia and the other children taken that night were brought to a secondary school. They 
were given straw to sleep on. Due to all the stress and being pushed around, Bronia was not 
feeling too well. The soldiers then put her outside for some fresh air. She was put at a table but 
fell under due to lack of strength. She fell asleep and was brought back inside. The next day, the 
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main guy from the concentration camp, Mengele, lined up the people in the school, he pointed to 
either the right or the left for who lived and who died. Bronia was sent to a concentration camp. 
The camp was not yet built, so that is what the children sent there did. She built the camp that 
she would suffer in. Until the barracks at the camp were built, the children lived in 
Czechoslovakia. Bronia was still in her nightgown and was not given any food, water or covers. 
She could not wash herself and everyone was covered in bugs.  
 

The barracks, three story wooden beds with straw and a blanket, were built. This blanket 
was the only form of warmth in the Czechoslovakian mountains. Bronia was put to work on a 
large machine, making the materials for the soldiers’ uniforms. One day, she fainted and fell off 
the platform. She was put on a stretcher outside for fresh air; by the time she woke up, she was 
covered in snow only wearing a thin house dress. They finally realized that she was missing 
when the counts were short one person. They retrieved her and put her back with everyone else. 
She was held up by her friends so she was not either killed on the spot or put in the sickroom. 
 
 The next morning, she had to walk to work like everyone else. So they would not all be 
killed, the other girls pushed and carried her back to work. The doorman realized what happened 
to Bronia and told her that she would be with him that day, this Gentile was working at the 
factory before the war. He gave Bronia a piece of his lunch and allowed her to stay all day. The 
next day she recovered. 
 
 She was at the factory for nine or ten months. Her job was to take the cotton, break it 
apart and put it into the combing machine. If she missed a comb the machine would collapse and 
the large iron machine would do serious damage. Each time she did this, dust would go into her 
eyes, and inevitably her eyes became infected. She was sent “home” with a transport of sick 
people, as this was still the beginning of the war. The sick people had mangled limbs because 
they were never taught how to use the machines. The transport pulled up to Auschwitz. The sign 
over Auschwitz says, “If you work, your life is sweet.” They were told that they would get a 
shower but once someone entered the shower, they never left. Since, the gas chambers 
malfunctioned due to the overuse, the train of people was then brought to the hospital. There was 
no room in the hospital either. Someone picked Bronia up and put her in a hospital bed with 
someone else, a girl with an incredibly high fever. It was too hot for Bronia to function. Luckily, 
a few days away from the machines allowed for her eyes to heal. The Germans came to the 
hospital to retake everyone who could work. Bronia was taken to an iron factory and was 
stationed to do laundry. Over the course of several years, she had many jobs in the factory. One 
job in particular was cleaning the German’s windows in the dark. If there was a single spot left 
on the windows the women were either killed or beaten. To eat, the Jewish people were given 
coffee grinds for breakfast, and uncleaned spinach from the ground for lunch. As she would walk 
from the barracks to work, everyone would go through and pick up the dead bodies and bury 
them in mass graves. She was a heffinger, a prisoner. Bronia was moved from camp to camp, for 
a total of six camps over the course of the war. 
 
 When the war ended, she woke up in the camp and no one was there. The soldiers were 
all gone. The Jewish people could not leave because the wires were not cut. Three days later, a 
young Russian boy came on a motorcycle and cut the wires. He told them that the war was over 
and that they were now free. Bronia was around age 16 or 17. 

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



 
 The Jewish people had nowhere to go and nothing to eat. The people were living in the 
streets. The Red Cross came around with giant pots of greasy food, which made the Jewish 
people very sick; after being so starved the food was too overwhelming. They were all homeless. 
Bronia was friends with three sisters and they took care of her. Bronia was still very sick, after 
two steps she would get a fever. One of the sisters was a nurse and gave Bronia duck fat. 
Somehow it cured her. 
 
 Bronia lived on the streets for a few days. The three sisters had a brother and he was 
friends with Bronia’s future husband. The brother looked for his sisters and found them. Her 
husband went to the Russian counsel and explained the state that the Jewish people were living 
in; they need a home and doctors. The Russian government gave her husband a list and said if 
they needed anything ask a Russian soldier and they would aid them. The people realized that 
they could not stay and began to emigrate. Bronia traveled all over Eastern Europe and lived off 
of the garbage of others. Everyone went to a different country. The Red Cross would provide a 
temporary home. Soon the Russian government told the younger German population to take their 
parents out of a senior center so the Jewish people could begin to live there until they could  
sustain themselves. In each town was a Jewish committee. This committee created a list of the 
relatives of the Jewish people. Bronia’s husband’s aunt was living in America. She contacted the 
committee and Bronia and her husband came to America in 1949.  
 
 They lived with the aunt while her husband tried to find a job. Her husband worked at a 
chocolate factory: Bart’s Chocolate Factory in Brooklyn was run by German Jews and gave  jobs 
to the displaced Jewish people. After awhile, they moved out of the aunt’s house. Later, he 
worked in a grocery store and then bought the store. Due to competition, the store did not do too 
well. In 1952, they moved to Freehold, New Jersey. They worked as chicken farmers. Bronia  
now has two daughters. She used to lecture students about her story but it became too strenuous. 
 
The war changed Bronia as a person. Being so young when she was first taken away, it sculpted 
everything about Bronia’s personality and mindset. She became a more giving person and 
believes that one should fight for their ideas. Bronia wants to be remembered for who she was 
after the war. She wants to be remembered as a helping hand and having an open heart. 
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