
Oral History: George Ginsburg, July 14 and August 1, 1999 

Tape 1, Part 1: George Ginsburg, an only child born February 25, 1923 in Sopot/Danzig 
[Gdansk], Poland, to Mark and Sonya Ginsburg (nee Polishchuk*), both from Russia/Ukraine, 
describes: an early life in Berlin, where his parents had moved; his parents being relatively well 
off but, after witnessing a Nazi rally in 1933, deciding they would have to leave Germany; being 
secular Jews and observing only major holidays; being well integrated into German daily life 
until the Nazis forbade it; being a member of Betar and his family considering emigrating to 
Palestine; his parents being unable to obtain passports—only Nansen passports [issued by the 
League of Nations to stateless refugees]—until his father obtained Costa Rican passports; 
preparing to move to Costa Rica but prevented from doing so by the Nazis; being expelled from 
school with other Jews in 1938; being subjected to other anti-Jewish regulations; Kristallnacht 
being the decisive event in German anti-Semitism; efforts by Jews to leave Germany; he, 
himself leaving Germany on a kinder transport to Brussels; the biggest influence on him being 
Betar and [its founder] Jabotinsky, which convinced him of the importance of a Jewish state; 
receiving a warm welcome at the Brussels train station; being taken in by an aunt and uncle; 
trying, unsuccessfully, to obtain a guide who could get his parents out of Germany; being able 
to correspond with his parents; his father working at Osram in Berlin and having to wear the 
Juden star; the outbreak of the war in Belgium; escaping in cars to France and the cars being 
attacked by German planes; many people, including his aunt and uncle, turning around and 
returning to Belgium, but Ginsburg going on alone to Paris and then trying to get to Spain via 
the south of France; being detained in Bilbao but escaping to Andorra; returning to his aunt and 
uncle in Brussels; [Tape 1, Part 2 at 01:28:10] doing odd jobs and obtaining false documents; 
taking a train to Vichy France, being compromised and arrested and taken by Gestapo to Lille; 
unsuccessfully trying to escape; being transported to Gestapo headquarters in Brussels; 
suspected of spying, being beaten and interrogated; confessing to being a Jew and a student; 
remaining in jail for eight months; being driven with other Jews to a transit camp in Mechelen; 
being selected as a “wagon leader” and transported by cattle car to Auschwitz; en route, at 
railway stations in Germany, nuns appealing to the prisoners to give them their babies to save 
them; by contrast, in Poland, people laughing at the prisoners; not knowing about the death 
camps or where they were going; arriving in Auschwitz but not realizing where they were; going 
through selection and very few in his transport surviving; believing that many of those killed 
had a “ghetto mentality”; daily routine in the camp and the tattoo and badging systems; varying 
behavior of kapos; crediting his facility with languages, ability to work the black market, and not 
having a subservient “ghetto” attitude with helping him to survive; one instance where he was 
given 25 lashes and thought he would die. 

Tape 2, August 1, 1999. In his continued interview, Ginsburg describes: instances of punishment 
and effects on his health; episodes of disease, including severe diarrhea, being in a coma, and 
having scarlet fever; being helped by friends to work despite illness and thus avoiding selection 
out; episodes of being beaten; being helped by Russian prisoners [Ginsburg spoke Russian]; 
lifelong disabilities resulting from his experiences in the camp; witnessing public hangings; 
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procedures of prisoner control; impossibility of Poles living near Auschwitz not knowing about 
exterminations because of death smells (crematoria, decomposing bodies, etc.); organization 
and divisions of of labor in the camps; black market and bartering methods within the camps, 
particularly in one called “Canada,” which was located between Auschwitz and Birkenau and 
where he worked for about three months; distinctions between various types of SS, such as 
Waffen SS and ordinary SS guards at the camp, who themselves were treated poorly; working in 
an ammunition factory, where he was better treated; women, including one called Roza 
Robota, stealing dynamite and gunpowder and passing it to sonderkommandos, who eventually 
used it in their revolt and destruction of crematorium no. 4; the existence of separate Polish 
and Jewish undergrounds in Auschwitz; admiration for Serbs as the only ones to defy the Nazis 
even during their executions; working in the SS laundry, where he received better treatment 
that enabled him to survive; being aware of war news such as D-Day overheard from SS; his 
father being sent to Auschwitz in 1944, but not knowing about this at the time; his mother 
surviving in Berlin; participating in killing Jews who cooperated with the Germans, some by 
identifying other Jews; helping other Jews when he could; Germans who occasionally tried to 
assist Jews but were prevented from doing so by the SS; the greater challenge of surviving in 
Birkenau than elsewhere in Auschwitz; conditions improving as the war neared the end; 
Germans preparing to dynamite the camps and inmates, including Ginsburg, being transported 
in boxcars and open trains as the Russians approached in January 1945; then being force-
marched during which many died or were executed; fearing he was at the end of his strength 
and deciding to escape; escaping during the night, finding a dead Russian POW and taking his 
clothing; encountering American troops and being told he was the first Jew they had met who 
was alive; being told his Auschwitz tattoo was useless for identification, as some war criminals 
were tattooing themselves to appear to be victims; becoming a scout and interpreter for an 
American officer, Col. Friedman; luring a group of German soldiers into a fatal trap, and being 
taken to task for it by Friedman; joining the U.S. Army Counterintelligence Corps. (CIC); in 1946, 
returning on leave to Brussels; finding his uncle alive; being informed his mother was alive in 
Hanover and had survived partly by using her language skills, including as an interpreter for 
Willy Brandt; immigrating to Australia with his wife and two sons; divorcing, and in 1970, 
moving with his sons, new wife, and a daughter to Israel; in 1973, taking Israeli citizenship when 
the Yom Kippur war broke out and joining the army as a tank commander; returning to 
Australia. 

 

*As heard 
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