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Question: Mr. Vrba, if you would tell us something about your childhood, and where you were 

born.  

Answer: Well, I know all of that. From what I remember, I went to school. I wasn’t some kind 

of an illiterate, like there are today. Now, they don’t even send some of them to school, 

nothing. They’ll be worse off than we ever were.    

Q: You can take off your glasses if you want. 

A: Okay, so childhood. I grew up here, just a few kilometers away. 

Q: Where? 

A: Plavsko, just right up around Stráž nad Nežárkou, that’s right. That’s where I finished 

school. Then I had to go to the army. After that was a phase of unemployment. No work at 

all. So we would run around and visit our neighbors, looking for any odd jobs they might have 

for us. No one had a job at that time.  

Q: And who were your parents? 

A: My parents. My father was from Lomnice, he was. Now it’s a part of Plavsko, because that 

Plavsko is not far from Bystrice. And my mother.   

Q: You wanted to talk about your parents earlier, as to their status as Gypsies, and whether 

they were or not, and what your relationship to them really was. “Later, when the cameras 

are here, when everything is ready,” you said. You can talk about your parents now.    

A: Okay. My father is from Lomnice, he was, that is, and he was a common worker. And my 

mother’s maiden name was Havlickova, and she was from Koněprus u Beroun. But that little 

family history is no guarantee of anything. They weren’t Gypsies, and we weren’t Gypsies, 

either. My mother, her father actually, had a mill in Koněprus u Beroun. 
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Q: Did your Daddy have anything to do with any of the Gypsies?  

A: No, not with one of them. Not with one of them.   

Q: What did your father do for a living? What kind of work did he do?   

A: He made baskets there in Lomnice. Yeah. From branches and twigs and the like. My 

mother, she came from that mill, her father was a miller. They’re still there, her family the 

Havliceks. Some of her brothers and sisters, maybe, or who might be there now I have no 

idea.   

Q: How many brothers and sisters did you have? 

A: Two died in the concentration camps, and there are two here, so that makes four. And I 

still have one sister (living). But she was never in any, in any camp.   

Q: And you said that you had been in the army. 

A: That’s right. 

Q: So where were you? 

A: In Bratislava. 

Q: And how long did you stay in the army? 

A: Two years. 

Q: And how was it, how was it there? 

A: Well, the Slovaks were pretty good to us. It was okay there, I served at that castle, yeah. It 

was a pretty good life there.   

Q: Did your father speak Romany, the Gypsy language? 

A: He didn’t. None of us spoke it. Nope, none of us. So when there was someone, somebody 

I saw walking down the street, I couldn’t understand him. (I) couldn’t speak it. Not you, either, 

no one here. Nope.   

Q: And how was it after, when the war started? 
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A: When the war started, we were finally able to find work. There was work then. I have to 

say that when Hitler came along employment conditions improved, yeah. So we started going 

to work. After that, they _____ came and got us. That was is March, in 1940, when Hitler 

came and got us.  

Q: How did it happen? 

A: It just happened. When the Germans would buy something, wherever it was, it had to be 

that way. Those soldiers, you didn’t see how they would go after everything, buy anything 

(they could find). A roll would cost 20 hellers, and he (a soldier) would buy 5 crowns worth. 

And then (he) would carry them around.    

Q: And what did you do, for a job, when the war started? 

A: When the war started? I told you already, we all worked for the neighbors, and then we 

were displaced, taken away. That was _____ the way it was, and they would make wood 

products, peat, things like that, on the peat bog. 

Q: Your parents, too? 

A: No, they were too old, they were too old then.   

Q: And how did it happen that they took you to that camp in Lety. If you could talk about that 

a little bit.   

A: I can’t tell you anything more. They just came and would do this little village or that one. 

How they came up with that (strategy) I don’t know. They didn’t forget about any of us, not at 

all. They just showed up, and... . Two (of my) brothers had already been there a while, but 

not there but in Auschwitz. They died there.    

Q: And how did that happen, that they took your brothers to Auschwitz.   
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A: I don’t know, I can’t remember that anymore. That Hitler said that they didn’t want to work 

anymore, so they put them there. Because they didn’t want to work for Hitler.    

Q: And was that true? 

A: Well, yeah, sure, it was sure that it was true.   

Q: And can you remember when they came for your brothers? 

A: No, no, I can’t remember that anymore. 

Q: And how were your relations to the people who lived in the village where you lived? 

A: Well, not very good. Not very good at all. They were all just the villagers. 

Q: And that was what caused the conflict? 

A: But what? They said we were stealing, like we really were or something. Like (others in 

the) town didn’t.   

Q: So how did it go after that, when they actually came for you?   

A: When they came for us, well, we just had time to take our (feather bed) covers and the 

clothes we had on our backs. Everything else, the furniture and everything, stayed there. At 

home, that is. And when we came back, when we came back home, there wasn’t a thing left. 

Everything was ruined and broken.   

Q: Did you know before they came that they were coming for you?   

A: We knew, of course we knew. But there wasn’t any place to escape to. If we had escaped, 

they would have murdered the whole family.   

Q: But how did you know that they would kill all of your family?   

A: We learned it later, but when we were already there, we found out that they would have 

killed the whole family.   
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Q: And did you know where you were going, and why? 

A: We didn’t know anything about where we were going, but when we got to Pisek, it was on 

the other side of Pisek, then we knew, to Lety. And we were walking by then.    

Q: And when they came for you, who actually came for you? Who was it?   

A: Protectorate police. 

Q: Did you know any of them? 

A: No, I didn’t. 

Q: And where were they from? 

A: From Stráž, from here in Stráž. 

Q: And what did they tell you when they took you? 

A: They didn’t say anything, not until we got there  

Q: And what did they put you in? 

A: A large sort of a truck. 

Q: And how many of you were there in that vehicle? 

A: How many of us could have been there, they came back again. Because there was this 

one family left, my brother’s family. So they came for us twice, and I don’t know how many. 

It’s been years since then.   

Q: And where did they take you? 

A: To, well to this, this, Mirovice. 

Q: And what happened there, after that, in Mirovice? 

A: Well, the first thing we had to do when we got there was leave our things, all we had. And 

there were bunk beds and straw on them, you know. They gave the children their own (place 

to stay), women their own and men. And then we started to work, (but) I didn’t start working. 

Because I could read and write. So I was in the kitchen, and then here.  
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From the kitchen they transferred me and moved me here. I know something about sewing, 

so after that I repaired shoes.  

Q: Tell me, Mr. Vrba, when did they take you away? What month was it?   

A: I can tell you that. In August.  

Q: And what year would that have been? 

A: … I’ll tell you in just a second, wait a minute. In ’42. 

Q: And when you came there, what did they do with your things? 

A: They put it all in these (things) and it all just rotted there. It all kind of dried out and 

withered away.  

Q: Did you ever get any of your possessions back later? 

A: Nothing. ‘Cause they were nothing but rags by then, nothing but rags. After that they 

burned (everything) after that typhoid fever, and that was that.  

Q: And what did they give you for clothes in that camp? 

A: Just the things we had, what we were able to save.   

Q: So you didn’t receive any state, or official, clothes, or uniform.   

A: Nothing, no nothing. 

Q: And what happened when you first arrived at the camp?   

A: Well, as I’ve told you before, they put us in rows, women separated from the children, and 

men off by themselves, too. And they divided (us) into barracks.   

Q: And when you first arrived there, how many people were there (at the camp)?   

A: There were people there before we got there. That was a work lager, a work camp. But 

there weren’t that many people there, because they were just home kind of folks. So after 

that they dissolved that camp, and made it a kind of camp where they just collected people. 
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There was another camp somewhere in Moravia, you know that.   

Q: Did you ever meet or talk to any of the original prisoners at the first camp, the first one? 

A: No. They were already, it was cleaned out.  

Q: So, when you first arrived there was no one there?   

A: No, it had been all cleaned out.  

Q: And tell me, what block did they put you in?   

A: Jesus, I don’t remember that anymore, I don’t remember anymore, really I don’t.   

Q: And who were you with when (you lived) in those barracks?    

A: With my wife, later. After, after, when later on there was that typhoid fever, then I was with 

my wife. And then gave me shots in the foot (for that). 

Q: We’ll get to that later. So you weren’t with your wife in the same block from the beginning?   

A: No, no, everyone had been separated, married couples (from one another), the children, 

the guys.  

Q: When did they put you back together? 

A: It was sometime before Christmas, that’s when it was.  

Q: And for what reason, do you think? 

A: I don’t know. (smiles) (Maybe) because they didn’t want to have to keep going back and 

forth, back and forth. It was a big mess, you know. Unsanitary conditions, you know. We 

caught typhoid fever from those living conditions, that uncleanliness.    

Q: Try to remember how the camp looked, on your first day there. What kind of impression 

did it make on you, the realization of where you really were?    

A: Well, because we all thought we would be going home sometime soon, it wasn’t like that. 

We didn’t belong to that thing.   
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Q: And the block where you lived, what did it look like?   

A: I’m telling you, it looked like someone’s cottage somewhere, and bunk beds, one on top of 

the other. There were four or five people there.     

Q: Around how many of you were in each block? 

A: In one block, around eight, maybe ten.   

Q: The whole time you were there? 

A: Yes, yeah. After that they would take people away, take them away to that Auschwitz. 

Everything from there went to Auschwitz. The only ones who stayed there were those of us 

who knew that we were going home, the ones that knew that we didn’t belong there.   

Q: And did someone guard you, in the block? 

A: Yeah they guarded there, but not in the block. But there were armed guards who would 

patrol back and forth outside and around.    

Q: And who was patrolling around (the area)? 

A: Well, the SS soldiers. Those, the SS troops. Yeah.  

Q: What were the nationalities (among the guards)? 

A: Czech, they were all Czechs there. They were protectorate policemen, they were, yes. 

Q: Would you remember any of them? 

A: … No. 

Q: And how were those policemen? 

A: They were okay, they were good to us. I can’t complain. I don’t know anything about them  
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A: No, they didn’t, no one. There weren’t any kapos or anything like that, like in the 

concentration camps. It wasn’t like that. There, everyone had the same rights.   

Q: And what kind of people were there, besides you? Were they mostly Gypsies?   

A: Yeah, but they didn’t stay there after, when we caught the typhoid fever, then the Gypsies 

weren’t there anymore, they took everyone away. We were supposed to go home, but that 

typhoid fever broke out, so they wouldn’t let us go, until after the quarantine.    

Q: Can you remember how an (average) day was in the camp? When you woke up in the 

morning, how did things go?   

A: Well, you know, they went badly.  

Q: I can’t begin to imagine it, though. Try to describe it to me a little bit, from the morning on.    

A: Well, you woke up in the morning and you didn’t even have a place to wash. And then they 

would herd you outside to this kind of an assembly, exercises, like. Because otherwise they 

wouldn’t let you out. And lunch, it was red cabbage and a soup of something, with cabbage 

with it.  

Q: Were you hungry? 

A: Not really, I’m not much of a big eater.  

Q: Didn’t you ever try to find some other food somewhere? 

A: Well, if you had been there, (you would know that) it didn’t work, not at all. We had people 

outside, and they would have shot us, that’s for sure. And we weren’t allowed to, anyway. My 

aunt was on the outside, my uncle wasn’t there, either. None of the family was there, except 

for us, that is. None of the family was there.   
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Q: Did they come visit you? 

A: Yes. 

Q: And did you ever get to meet with them? 

A: Not at all. The only thing they told us was that someone had been there. Only after, when 

we got out, did our friends tell us about it.    

Q: And what kind of work did you do in that camp? 

A: I’ve told you already, I worked in the kitchen, I helped there. And after that, I fixed shoes 

for a while. Worked in the tailer workroom, it was called. 

Q: How long did you work in the kitchen? 

A: I worked in the kitchen until the outbreak of typhoid fever. After that outbreak of typhoid 

fever I didn’t work there anymore, because I had to go to the hospital.  

Q: And when was the typhoid fever outbreak? 

A: That I, that I don’t know.  

Q: Around how long was it from the time, from the moment you arrived (at the camp)?   

A: … Before Christmas, and we got there in August.    

Q: And what did it look like in that kitchen? 

A: (It was) nice. There was an army, a military kettle-drums, and just like they used to be, it 

was clean there. But they didn’t have anything to cook. There was this director person, yeah, 

who knew us, I don’t remember, but they arrested him after the takeover, maybe Jansky, 

something like that was his name, this commandant of sorts.  

                                                                                                                                                     
 
 
 
Interview with Karel Vrba         Page 12 
March 8, 1997 

Q: And how was he? 

A: He was miserable. And after that (another one) came from Moravia. He was some kind of 

major, or a lieutenant colonel. And then he (Jansky) took everything, on Christmas, 

everything this Jansky, this director, was supposed to give out, he took it all and had it sent to 

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. 



Prague. Raisins and that kind of thing. And when this one from Moravia came, this new guy, 

he gave it all to the children, the ones who had the right to it.   

Q: Could you try to remember something about Jansky, about what he used to do, or did?    

A: I don’t remember, he was strict with the SS soldiers. And after that they did things his way.   

Q: And did you ever meet with him personally? 

A: No. 

Q: … And did you have any special clothes or uniform to wear in the kitchen, for all that 

cooking? 

A: Well we had a white apron, we had that.  

Q: And what did you cook most of the time? 

A: I’ve told you before. Most of the time there was this red cabbage, and from that, soup. And 

potatoes, see.  

Q: Where did you get the red cabbage? 

A: I don’t know, they would bring it there. They brought it there, they brought it to you to the 

gate, and you weren’t permitted to go any further than that. Those delivery people and that, 

they would bring it there themselves.  

Q: And what did you do when the actual cooking took place? 

A: Well, well, I was a cook.  

Q: And when you were in the kitchen, did you ever eat more than your share?    
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A: Well, Jesus, that’s for sure.  

Q: And did you support your family in the same way? 

A: What I could do, I did, I supported. It wasn’t that way, it, it ... they would have sent you 

away immediately. Like you had stolen something or something like that, you would be out 

the door, following them where they went, to Auschwitz .   
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Q: So you never tried to smuggle food out of the kitchen? 

A: No. 

Q: And were you ever punished when you were in that camp? 

A: No, I wasn’t. 

Q: And do you remember anyone else being punished? 

A: I don’t remember anything of the sort, nothing like that, not that I remember. 

Q: … And was there ever any cruelty shown to you by the guards? 

A: No, I can’t say that.  

Q: Do you know of any escapes that were made from that camp? 

A: I don’t. There were these two, and they were Germans, and they were supposed to work 

as kapos there. Yeah. And then they had been there around three days, and they escaped. 

They maybe brought them there from a concentration camp, or something like that.  

Q: Did they ever come back? 

A: No. They shot them there somewhere, somewhere around the place. 

Q: You don’t remember their names, do you? 

A: No. 
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Q: And were there any other escapes carried out? 

A: No, no one had the guts to escape. The ones who stayed, they saw that we were going 

home, that everyone was going home.  

Q: And how did you know that? 

A: We found that out when the guards told us. 

Q: And which guard told you that? 

A: I don’t remember anymore.  

Q: And in what kind of situation were you told? How did it come to that? 

A: Well, … He said, “Don’t make any problems, (and) but you’ll go home.” And that was 

enough. But then came that, we got that typhoid fever, and it was over, it was a quarantine. 

They cooked differently for us and everything. Especially with the women, like I told you, they 

were from that, from Prague they were, two or three of them were there. 

Q: And how did it happen when you got sick? 

A: Jesus, I don’t remember anymore, I really don’t. They got fever, that was the typhoid fever, 

and you didn’t know which end was up when you had that fever. Then my wife, I was with her 

at the time, my wife asked the doctor to give me something or help me, that I was suffering. 

So a very good doctor, a magical doctor, or something gave me something or the other. And 

they gave me a shot in the foot, and I survived it.    

Q: Do you remember that doctor? 

A: Yes, I remember, I can’t remember him much though (smiling), since he’s been dead quite 

a while. Yeah I remember, he was a Jew, but a fine person.   

Q: And how did he behave to the prisoners? 

A: Jesus, not at all. He could have brought you the blue from the sky. Cigarettes, and things 

like that, that’s what he had in his pockets.  
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Q: And did he bring you cigarettes? 

A: Yep. 

Q: And who else did he bring cigarettes to? 

A: Jesus, I don’t remember anymore. That was when the agony started, and you didn’t know 

anything anymore. But after that, it was different. December, January, February. It was then 

that the quarantine finally ended, in February. March, April. And then in April, in May we were 

allowed to leave the camp. And they razed it, they burned it to the ground.   

Q: Let’s talk some more about the camp.   

A: Okay. 

Q: Doctors helped you, a magical doctor helped you. Anyone from among the prisoners?    

A: … They didn’t help. He, no one was helping him.  

Q: And was there another doctor there? 

A: No, none at all. 

Q: And in the kitchen where you worked, who else besides you worked there? 

A: There were another two, but I don’t remember who (they were). 

Q: So there were three of you in the kitchen in all? 

A: That’s right, yeah. And then there were the women, like I told you, these, these civilians, 

something like that.  

Q: And they were with you in the kitchen? 

A: No, they came after, when we got that typhoid fever. And after that they came home with 

us all the way home, because they weren’t allowed to go, not until after that quarantine.   

Q: Mr. Vrba, what were the assemblies like? 

A: Well, it was like, left, right, left, right, left, to the left, to the right. Like that.  
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Q: How many of you were there at each assembly? 

A: Jesus, I don’t remember that anymore.  

Q: Did children participate in these assemblies? 

A: No. 

Q: Where were they at the time the assemblies were taking place? 

A: Well, they were in the barracks, and so.  

Q: And did you have any contact with your children? 

A: No, considering the fact I didn’t have any children there. This one was born to me (after), 

and a girl died on me there. And Jenda, the one who was born there, and the boys who are 

here, he’s married, they’ve been married three years now. So I didn’t have any problems with 

them.   

Q: So, the one who was born there, how did you find out that he had been born?   

A: Well, Jesus, considering I’m in the same camp (as he was), aren’t I? 

Q: So you were already with your wife then? 

A: Yeah. 

Q: And where did the births take place? 

A: Well, you know, everyone, uh, it’s obvious that the man wasn’t there, but a woman. 

(smiles) They shared the labor.  

Q: And who helped the parents? Was there a doctor there? 

A: A doctor wasn’t there. My wife’s mother was there, Studena.  

Q: And where were the babies delivered, in the blocks, or where? 

A: In the block. 
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Q: … And what happened after the baby was born? Did they leave it with its mother? 

A: That’s right, they left it with its mother.  

Q: And what kind of food was the newborn given? 

A: The usual, normal food. They didn’t give seconds, don’t worry. No one got anything extra.  

Q: And how did the newborn get along in the world? 
 
A: Well, as you can plainly see, he’s still here. 
 
Q: After your wife had had her baby, how did things go then? Was she able to take it easy for 

a while, or did she have to get up, walk?   

A: Well, she could lay down for a while, or she could stand. 

Q:  And how long was she able to stay in bed?  

A: However long she wanted, it didn’t matter. They didn’t have any work for her. The only 

thing the women had to do was to go out a little bit, then the men after, the ones who were 

there. They went into the forest, the ones who were still there. So the married couples were 

actually gone.    

Q: And where did the men work? 

A: In the forest. 

Q: What did they do there? 

A: Some kind of mining. What people do in forests. 

Q: The mining of what? 

A: Well, wood. 

Q: And what did they do with the wood after (it had been cut)? 

A: Well, it was put in stacks, like you do when you have wood.   

Q: And when your wife had that baby? 
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A: Yes. 

Q: Well, how did they wash it, for example when it urinated. What did she do with it then?    

A: Well, she had to do something about it. She had to.   

Q: That’s what actually interests me. I just can’t imagine it.  

A: But she had to somehow. She usually brought some warm water from the kitchen. ... And 

some kind of basin of some kind.    

Q: And what were the smaller children wrapped up in? (What sort of diapers?) 

A: … I don’t even know. If a doctor brought them something or not, I’m not sure.    

Q: And you lived with your wife in the same block.  

A: Yes. 

Q: And other prisoners lived there, too, with your wife? 

A: Yes, they did, too. But they were, these other guys, they were there under special 

circumstances, with special jobs. They were in the forest, like I told you earlier. The guys, so 

the women were there by themselves. 

Q: And they came back in the evening? 

A: No, no. They were there every day.  

Q: So they were there overnight, too? 

A: With guards. Guards watched over them. 

Q: And how did you know that? 

A: I knew it well, because they told us that. One of the guards would watch them, and then 

the next day he would be back in the camp working. So he would say where they were, see? 

They didn’t hide anything from us, those protectorate policemen.   
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Q: And Mr. Vrba, how did you wash yourself? Did you have access to running water? Were 

there sinks, or bathrooms? 

 A: There weren’t any bathrooms or washrooms, but there was this one kind of a basin, and 

they had to bring water there. Because there weren’t any pipes, nor running water, no water.    

Q: And where was this basin, this trough? 

A: It was just sitting there in a corner. 

Q: And where would they bring the water from? 

A: In the camp. Well, I’m not sure if they carried it from a pond, because there was a pond, 

nearby.   

Q: And were you able to wash yourselves whenever you wanted? When you were thirsty, 

could you get something to drink? 

A: (smiles) Well, you know, yeah.  

Q: And where? 

A: Well, not from that trough, no. Because there were dishes, there were dishes for people. 

They had plates, cups, silverware, we had enough dishes. And they, too, they had dishes. 

(coughs)    

Q: Mr. Vrba, did you suffer in the camp? 

A: I didn’t suffer, except with that typhoid fever. ... And otherwise, I didn’t suffer at all. None of 

those who went home suffered. Those who suffered, they were the ones taken to Auschwitz.   

Q: And were you there when they would take away some of the prisoners? 

A: Yes, yes. I was there. A vehicle would pull up and they would load them. They came three 

times with that car. And they would take them to, to the Mirovice train station, and after that 

they would go to Poland on the train.   
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Q: And how did that work, those transports? 

A: Those poor folk never knew where they were going. 

Q: And you knew where they were going? 

A: We knew it, but later. When the guards would tell us, “Do you know where they went? (To 

be) burned.”   

Q: And which policemen, which guards told you? 

A: I don’t remember that. There were seven or eight of them.  

Q: And did you know at that time what Osvetim was, what they did there? 

A: I didn’t know, I didn’t know a thing.  

Q: And what about the other prisoners? 

A: They didn’t know either, probably, because they were all illiterate. There wasn’t any one of 

them, the only one was me who was able to read, my brother, my wife, yeah.   

Q: And the prisoners who were later taken to Osvetim, what kind of conditions, what kind of 

life did they have in the camp? 

A: The same that we had.  

Q: Did they live with you in the same block? 

A: Yeah. Because no one then knew they were going anywhere, they thought they were 

going to be there forever, you know. Yes, (that’s the way it was). 

Q: Were none of the prisoners ever hungry? 

A: They weren’t. I don’t know. When they would leave, I would pack something for them. I 

was still in the kitchen then. So we would always, for one, I would give one ... I would give 

four of them a loaf of bread, and some, some of that fat stuff. They would take that to the car, 

there.   
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Q: And when you were preparing those packages, was that main commandant Janksy still at 

the camp? 

A: I think he was gone already. 

Q: And what was it like when people were being transported when Jansky was still there? Or 

in general, when you were distributing the food?  

A: I can’t remember anymore, I’ve forgotten.  

Q: Do you remember any place where they kept the food, a storage area? Did you ever see 

any kind of warehouse or storage?  

A: No, none. There was never any food storage area there. 

Q: Where did you get the food you cooked? 

A: They would bring it to us, bring it from Mirovice, up to the gate and from there to us.  

Q: And who would bring the food, then distribute it? 

A: The guards, and us.  

Q: You distributed food, too, sometimes?  

A: No, I would just watch how, they took it away.  

Q: And did you have any contact with those people outside the camp? Maybe with some of 

the villagers from surrounding areas? 

A: No, I didn’t. We couldn’t. No one would ever come there.   

Q: Were you ever interested in the world outside the camp, how the war was going? 

A: I was definitely interested, that’s for sure.  
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Q: And who would bring you up to date, who would tell you? 

A: Well, some of the guards, always. They didn’t like them so much anyway, you can be sure, 

that the guards didn’t like the Germans.   

Q: The guards didn’t like the Germans?  

A: No. 

Q: And why do you think that? 

A: Well because I know it, since they told us quite a few times, see? Whether they really 

believed in the cause or not, they wouldn’t really say, but they would tell us sometimes 

“We’re going to win the war”, but they never knew when.   

Q: So why do you think they served, those Czech policemen? 

A: Well, they had to put them somewhere to serve, if they were in the service, that kind of 

thing. They had to put them somewhere.   

Q: And they tried. Pardon.  

A: They weren’t with the Germans, those policemen. 

Q: And did they try to help any prisoners, the policemen serving as guards? 

A: Well, wherever and whoever could, yes.  

Q: And can you remember any concrete situations? 

A: I can’t, I don’t have the, I don’t know. It just falls away (as the years go by).  

Q: Did any Germans ever come to that camp? For a visit? 

A: No, no. Nobody dared to come there. (smiles) No one ever came, no one. Some kind of 

control or something, like that, if that’s what you’re thinking of, there wasn’t anything like that.  

Q: Didn’t you ever wonder why you were even in a camp like that? Did you ever ask the 

guards? 
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A: Who was I going to ask? (laughs) You couldn’t ask anyone anything there.  

Q: Why not? 
 
A: Because no one would tell you anything. 
 
Q: And what did you talk about, then, with the guards? 

A: What did we talk about. With them, with them, they didn’t talk with us too much. Because 

they were always looking to see, they just wanted to get done with their service and 

disappear.   

Q: Now it would interest me to know about your children. You said that you had a three-year 

old child there.   

A: That’s right. 

Q: And was it, did it live in another part (of the camp) than you? 

A: No, that was after with my wife. You know he’s married here, in Bystrice.  

Q: And what did they do there, the small children? 

A: They couldn’t do anything, it was so cold. What would they have done? It was freezing in 

those barracks. They didn’t heat them enough.   

Q: How did they heat the barracks? 

A: Coal. 

Q: And in what? 

A: These kind of heaters, there were some heaters.  
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Q: So Mr. Vrba, back to your children. You had a three-year old child there.  

A: Yes. 

Q: What did that child do there, how did it spend its time, that young a child? 

A: Well, it played with the other children that were there, before they had to leave. What 

could they do?  

Q: Where could they play? 

A: In the courtyard, that’s the only place. But it was cold there already, if you know what I 

mean. So it all happened in the barracks.  

Q: And what did the young children do in the barracks? 

A: What they could have done, I have no idea.  

Q: Try to remember, what did they play with? 

A: I’m not sure if they had some kind of dolls or something. 

Q: And did you have time for them during the day? 

A: I didn’t, (but) my wife did, had time for our son.  

Q: She didn’t have to go to work.  

A: No, she didn’t want to go to work, none of the women did. Where could they go, there 

weren’t any jobs there. Some kind of factory or something, there wasn’t anything like that 

there.   

Q: You talked about some kind of workrooms. Can you remember what was there, what kind 

of workroom, and to what end? 

A: They were the usual, the prisoners got clothes from our army, shoes and clothes. And 

then there was a ... a workroom where they mended the clothes, fixed the shoes, a tailor 

workroom. Otherwise there was nothing else.   
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Q: And what did they fix there in that tailor workroom? 

A: They mended the clothes, the ones that were left, if someone got a hole or tear. Then they 

fixed it.   

Q: And whom did they give the clothes to, the ones that had been mended? 

A: Well, back to the people.  

Q: Do you remember who worked in that tailor’s?  

A: No, I don’t remember anymore.  

Q: And did you yourself wear those army fatigues, too? 

A: Well, yeah. We all had them. Black kind of uniform, the soldier kind. Like ours from our 

army, but the color was black.  

Q: Why do you think that they took your clothes when you arrived, for what reason? 

A: Well, so we couldn’t take off, escape.  

Q: Where did they put your clothes? 

A: I don’t know where they put those clothes, everything just kind of rotted away, I’ve already 

told you. They put it in a storage area.   

Q: Did you ever see any of the clothes (again)? 

A: I never saw anything.  

Q: … And what about the jewelry. Didn’t anyone come to the camp wearing any jewelry?      

A: People brought it there. We didn’t bring any, we were smarter than that. Because we didn’t 

know where we were going. We didn’t have any jewelry (smiles), didn’t have a thing. But 

other people brought jewelry there.  

Q: What happened to the jewelry afterwards? 
 
A: Well they stole it from them.  
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Q: Who do you think stole it from them? 

A: I don’t know if they didn’t trade it for food or cigarettes, to the guards. 

Q: Were there those kinds of deals going on?  

A: No, I don’t know, nothing like that. All I know is that I paid 1000 marks for 100 cigarettes.   

Q: Where did you get the money? 

A: Well I had it tucked away, hidden. Then the guard would always bring me (the cigarettes). 

Q: And where did you have the money from? 

A: I had brought it from home. 

Q: And where did you have it hidden? 

A: It was enough to put it on your leg (in your sock), they didn’t look there immediately  

Q: And which guard would bring you the cigarettes? 

A: I don’t remember his name anymore.  

Q: And how often did he bring you the cigarettes? 

A: Well, whenever I needed them. ... Because it was me who distributed the cigarettes to the 

people. You get it?  

Q: And did they find you anything else? … And you said earlier, that your daughter died 

there.    

A: She died, that’s right. 

Q: And what did she die of? 

A: She died, they came and got her before. The children were all supposed to come, extra, 

all of them. And she’s there, the Gypsy was taking care of her, not my wife, because she had 

gone to the workroom, she was in that tailor place. And she fell, fell, she didn’t die of typhoid 

fever, she didn’t die then. She fell from that one place there, and she killed herself. 
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Q: How did you find out? 

A: Well, … I found out, you know I found out about it. She died, just like that.   

Q: Who told you? 

A: That woman who was taking care of her.  

Q: Would you remember what (kind of) Gypsy she was? 

A: No, I don’t remember. One of them there could tell you, or could have told you. All I know  

is that when we came home, everyone knew about it. But they’re all dead now, the ones who 

were there. They were all really unclean, they’re their own kind, those Slovaks. They’re the 

kind who didn’t send their children to school, nothing.   

Q: And did you see your daughter after that? 

A: I didn’t see her, she was buried in Mirovice. She was buried in the cemetery.   

Q: … Did you ever see a guard beat any of the prisoners? 

A: No, never. 

Q: Did you ever see any beatings? 

A: No, none. 

Q: And how did the guards treat you, the prisoners? 

A: Well, well, what could they do.  

Q: Do you remember what kinds of changes took place when that Jansky left, and the new 

director, the new commandant came? 

A: Well, it happened that, that the children could be with their parents and all that. And there 

was enough food, because it was all in the storage area. He didn’t deliver it to those others, 

he would have it delivered to Prague, he was from Prague, this Jansky. It was good then. Not 

good, but it had improved a lot. At Christmas we had everything. Cookies and raisins, 

because  
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they had been smuggled. When the Germans were in power they had to use a rationing 

system, but he didn’t give it to them, this Jansky.   

Q: And were you still working in the kitchen? 

A: No, I’ve told you that I worked in the tailor workroom, too.   

Q: How did you find out that this Jansky wasn’t distributing everything in the storage area? 

A: Because that new commandant, who came after, told us himself. And the guards did, too. 

Now you’re apparently going to get everything (you were entitled to), the children, that is.   

Q: And what did the children get after that? 

A: What, whatever was rationed to them on their stamps. There were stamps, yeah. For food, 

bread. Then they got raisins and anything possible. The women would bake them cookies at 

Christmas, in the kitchen.   

Q: You’re thinking about those tickets. Who had those stamps, those tickets? 

A: The stamps were sent to the director, see? Because he was the one who gave the order 

as to what to buy and that.   

Q: How did they daily ration of food change? 

A: Well, a lot, everything possible. 

Q: Try to remember. What did the prisoners get to eat after (the change)?  

A: Well, everything possible. I even saw dessert. 

Q: And what kind of desserts would they make? 

A: … Dumplings and that sort of thing.  

Q: Did you ever get any meat after, for example? 

A: Well, yes. 

Q: What kind of food would they cook? 

A: I don’t remember anymore. 
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Q: … Now I’d like you to tell me how it was when you first found out that you would be 

released from that camp?    

A: … In March. In ‘42. 

Q: You said that they took you in August of 1942. 

A: Yes, and in May. In May we went home for a year. In ’43, yeah.   

Q: And when did you first find out that you were to be released? When did you first know?    

A: We first knew it, when they (started transporting).   

Q: Whom? 

A: Well, those, when they took the Gypsies away. To that Auschwitz. 

Q: (Do you need to put on your) glasses? Yes. 

A: Yeah. 

Q: When did you first find out that you were to be released? 

A: In March of ’42, not in ’43. 

Q: And what happened next? How did it unfold? 

A: It happened that, I got typhoid fever there, that’s right.  

Q: You caught it after the time you had found out that you were to be released?    

A: Yeah. 

Q: Do you remember anything from the time of your illness? 

A: I can’t remember a thing. Except for that good, magical doctor, the one who gave me that 

shot. My wife told me that, because I don’t remember a thing.   

Q: How many shots did he give you? 

A: That I don’t know, one in each foot, that’s it. He said, “This one or that one.” So I wouldn’t 

suffer, yeah.  
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A: In the block. 

Q: Do you remember any doctor’s office at the camp? 

A: No, there wasn’t one. 

Q: And where did this good, miracle doctor work, then? 

A: Well, he worked in one of the barracks, I don’t know anymore.   

Q: He lived in that camp? 

A: No, he didn’t. He lived outside, that god. 

Q: And what happened afterward, after you were released? Can you still remember that day?   

A: Well, it happened pretty well. ... As I’ve told you, we walked to that next town, Mirovice, 

and we took a train and went home.    

Q: And who released you from that camp? 

A: No one. We just left ourselves already. It was open. You couldn’t get any papers, no 

papers that you had been there or anything like that.   

Q: And who announced that you would be released? 

A: Well, the guards, like I’ve told you. 

Q: Do you remember who was there as guards? 

A: I can’t remember. I can’t remember a single one. There was this one named Havel, I do 

remember that at least.   

Q: And what was he like? 

A: I can’t tell you that anymore. They were all good, at that time. Those were Czechs, Jesus 

and Mary. 

Q: ... And when they released you, where did you go back to? 
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A: They had stolen everything, and it was ruined, everything broken, nothing there.  

Q: What did you think about that? 

A: Well, what did I think. (smiles) ... We were, when my wife had any, I went to work 

immediately, I had to, you know, it was totalitarianism. Because otherwise they would have 

stuck me back in that place. My wife borrowed some dishes from a neighbor woman there.    

Q: She didn’t ask the neighbors who had stolen your things? 

A: No, we never found that out.  

Q: … Tell me Mr. Vrba, what was the worst thing about that camp, that you can remember 

right now?   

A: The worst was when I saw how they would always take away the dead children. And they 

would take them to the forest, that was the worst thing for me.   

Q: And where would they take them from? 

A: Well, from there, from that camp, right? From the camp and to the corner of that forest, 

where they would bury them.   

Q: And for what reason - how did the children die? 

A: Malnutrition it was, probably. Malnutrition, they didn’t have enough of what they needed.  

Q: There wasn’t the possibility to find food for the children? 

A: No, there wasn’t. 

Q: It wasn’t in the power of the guards? 

A: No. 
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courtyard, when we got there. Then the children, and the rabbits, ate it. They would eat from 

those heads.   

Q: How can you explain that you never suffered from hunger? 

A: … Because where I could, I would do a little nibbling, see. I worked in the kitchen there, so 

I ate. I couldn’t take it to my mother anymore. (smiles) It doesn’t matter to a cook whether he 

cooks there or the other place.   

Q:  … I have another question. Back to the time before the war, when the first world war 

began.  

A: Sorry? 

Q: When the first world war started, where did you serve? 

A: Well I was, when the first world war started, I was just five years old.    

Q: Aha, you were that young. In the 1920s, where did you work? 

A: But when? 

Q: Before the war? Before the war. 

A: Before the war, before World War II, right? 

Q: Yes. 

A: Then I worked in the forest.  

Q: Aha, good. In that camp, how did your parents have it? 

A: I had a mother and a father, just two, and my father died there. And mother, she, there 

was a time, it was, she already died there, too, she was there. Like me.    
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A: Yeah, yeah, that’s for sure, yes. 

Q: And were you able to help him? 

A: There you couldn’t help anyone in any way, it was typhoid fever, and when it set in, well... .   

Q: And where was he, when he had that typhoid fever? 

A: On that bunk, wherever he could. There wasn’t any sort of hospital there.  

Q: And was that magical doctor there yet? 

A: Yeah, he was already there. 

Q: And did he help your father? 

A: Yes, he helped. He couldn’t help. He didn’t give any shots for that. He said “They’ll die 

anyway.” When it was one who was nothing but skin and bones.   

Q: Besides that one magical doctor, did you ever see any other doctors? 

A: No, there weren’t any others. 

Q: And if someone got sick? 

A: Well, he would just have to get well on his own, I guess. (smiles) They wouldn’t come 

there, civilian doctors didn’t come there.   

Q: And was there any type of medicine? Pills?  

A: No medicine. Just that one doctor, the god, you know. 

Q: What did the Gypsies there suffer from? How did they suffer? 

A: Malnutrition maybe. It was there, it was. Because, as I’ve said, they ate that cabbage, the 

children did. From you, there were these shopping carts and little wagons. And I went to have  
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found out, no one was ever able to figure out what had happened.  

Q: … How did the children die? 

A: Well, probably pretty badly, because there wasn’t another person among them. 

Q: Did you see how they died? ... And what did their parents do? 
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A: Well, what could they do, nothing. After that they took the children to Auschwitz and that 

was that.  

Q: No, but in the time, when they died. 

A: You couldn’t help any of them. The men were gone, yeah. And what the wives could give 

them, the mothers?  

Q: And they didn’t mourn? What happened when they started complaining? 

A: Well, what? 

Q: When they complained. 

A: I know they complained, I know. We couldn’t help them.  

Q: And what did the guards do with them when they complained? 

A: Nothing. ____ There was no changing anything by complaining.  

Q: Were there any of those prostitutes from Prague? 

A: Just those three like I said before. 

Q: What did they do in that camp? 

A: Well, they were in that workroom, sewing there. 

Q: Aha. And they had it better there, didn’t they? 

A: But they ate there, just what we cooked. They ate it, too. They were there from their given 

path, those three women.   

Q: And was there someone there who would go see them, if they were prostitutes? 
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A: … Nobody would go see them there. Just that one guard who would sit there, she wanted 

to marry him, I don’t know anymore. After the war. I don’t know anything anymore.   

Q: And the other women there, would they do anything with the guards? 

A: No, they wouldn’t do anything. 

Q: And did the guards want to, maybe some of them? 

A: No.                                                                                                                                 
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Q: What about that Hejduk guy, what did he do? 

A: He was some kind of a snake, he was, and so what? I don’t know, I didn’t have much 

contact with him.  

Q: What did he look like? 

A: I don’t remember, come on now. I really don’t remember anymore.  

Q: And how did they punish people? 

A: I don’t know. 

Q: … When the children misbehaved or were bad? 

A: Well, I can tell you we didn’t notice that. Whether they were doing right or not. 

Q: What about that Lada, the one who escaped. When he came back, when they brought 

him back from Prague, what did they do with him? 

A: He didn’t come back, none of them did. The ones who escaped from that place, they 

never came back, they were on their way.  

Q: But Lada did come back. 

A: I don’t know.                                                                                                                                 
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Q: They picked Lada up in Prague, and he came back. He told us that today. And what did 

they do with him, when he was back in the camp? 

A: He was just a child. 

Q: Yes, but when they put him in that car, the Gypsy one. 

A: I don’t know. 

Q: You didn’t see him. 

A: No.                                                                                                                                 
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Q: And you never saw any of those Gypsy carts, those carts? 

A: No Jesus, there were some, before there were some Gypsies, like there were horses 

there, too. And there were three of those big carts, three of those Gypsy carts. And they were 

always full of corpses. 

Q: And at the beginning, were there more of those Gypsy carts? 

A: Of those carts? The ones that came with the Gypsies in them.  

Q: And what about the vehicles afterwards? 

A: After they would burn them. ... Because they burned everything in the camp, when the 

typhoid fever came, they burned everything. 

Q: And what about the horses? 

A: I don’t know where they went, if some villager took them, or who. ... I don’t know. 

Q: How would you greet the guards? 

A: They wouldn’t tell you anything, and you didn’t find out anything, either. 

Q: Well, among yourselves. Or if some high officer or commander came, the commandant, 

the director.  

A: Yeah, he lived there. He just didn’t come to look. He lived in the back, up there. In a really 

nice building. He never ever came to see.   
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Q: So, and how, how did you have to greet them, then? 

A: I don’t know. 

Q: And how did they talk among themselves? 

A: Czech, among themselves. 

Q: And the Gypsies? 

A: The Gypsies, some kind of Gypsy language, I don’t know. But they spoke Czech, too, but 

it was pretty difficult to understand them. 
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Q: And then the Germans who were there. Like the ones from Auschwitz? Did they speak 

Czech? 

A: No, they didn’t speak Czech. The Germans, like I said, the ones who escaped. 

Q: How did you figure out that they had taken some Gypsies away? Did you see them 

rounding anyone up? Like the ones who were going to Osvetim?   

A: Yes, they were the ones from Prague, the ones from Prague. And some kind of racial 

discrimination, or whatever. They were from Prague, those ones. And they would put us in 

these rows and choose, they just knew one way or the other. This one, this one, this one, this 

one, and everyone was gone.    

Q: How did they recognize them? 

A: I don’t know, I can’t tell you anything. 

Q: Aha. And they were Germans who had come from Prague? 

A: Germans, yeah. From Prague, yeah. 

Q: And what did they look like? 

A: You know how they looked.  

Q: What were their uniforms like, or what? 

A: Those were SS soldiers, you know, black. 

Q: Aha.                                                                                                                                 
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A: But there were some others with them, too, who were able to recognize the Gypsy type. 

There had to be some doctors of some kind with them.   

Q: Aha. And were they Germans or Czechs? 

A: Germans. 

Q: Tell me please, where did they put the corpses? Where did they take them? 

A: Well, they all were taken to the forest. (You know) that there around the corner is, just next 

to that pond, there are the graves. But the forest has all grown up over them now. 
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Q: And how many of them did they take there? 

A: I don’t know, I don’t know. 

Q: For example, how many a day? 

A: Four, five a day, something like that. And they wouldn’t carry them away until there were 

more of them lying there. 

Q: And were there ever any funerals? 

A: There weren’t any funerals. It was all dug out, a big pit, and they put them there. 

Q: And who would transport them there? 

A: A prisoner, again, a prisoner. 

Q: And you don’t know who? 

A: I don’t know. 

Q: Lada said that it was some Pendr, some guy named Pendr. Is that possible? 

A: Anything’s possible, but I just don’t know.  

Q: What did that, that Baloun Franta guy do there? 

A: … He was a real snake, that one. I don’t remember, he never hurt me, I don’t know 

anything about that Baloun. 

 
 
 
 
Interview with Karel Vrba         Page 39 
March 8, 1997 

Q: What did he look like? 

A: He just was. 

Q: Tall, or short? 

A: Kind of stocky, I can’t remember anything else. 

Q: And what about that Havel. Did you ever see him doing anything out of the ordinary? 

A: … I don’t know. He was one of the guards, one of them, but I don’t know what he would 

have done. I just remember the name. 

Q: And what about that Maxa Franta? 
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A: Franta Maxa, he was a good guy, that one. 

Q: What was his job there? 

A: Just like the others, the others. He was there from Trebon, something like that. 

Q: You probably knew Mr. Pesek, he worked in the kitchen, too. How was he? 

A: Good. 

Q: And what did he do in the kitchen there, as a guard? 

A: He watched over us, how we would cook. 

Q: Aha. Did he help? 

A: No, he just paid attention to how we would cook. 

Q: And this Pesek … he guarded, too, didn’t he, to see if there was enough food? 

A: Yeah. 

Q: And this Jankovsky, the director, the commandant. 

A: Jansky.                                                                                                                                 

Q: Or Jansky. 

A: I didn’t have any contact with him. 
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Q: Why didn’t he give the children their fair share of food? 

A: Well, we don’t know that, do we? 

Q: … And what did he do with that extra food? 

A: He took it to Prague, because he was from Prague. 

Q: And how did he transport it? 

A: Well, in a car. 

Q: And what kind of car was it? A truck of some kind? 

A: It was probably a truck of some kind. I don’t know that, I can’t say. 

Q: And he had a car of his own, too?  
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A: I don’t know. 

Q: And he was there with his family, or was he alone? 

A: Alone, he had left his family in Prague. 

Q: Do you remember this Rychtrova Kveta? 

A: Rychtrova, is that it?  

Q: Yes, Kveta.  

A: Yes.                                                                                                                                 

Q: What did she do? 

A: Nothing. 

Q: She didn’t have to work? 

A: Well, at home, she was in the workroom, in that sewing room, she fixed clothes. 

Q: And that second commandant, that Blahynka Stefan. 

A: I don’t know that. 
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Q: He was from where? 

A: I don’t know. 

Q: … When did the first person there die? The first prisoner? Do you remember? 

A: … The first prisoner to die there was my daughter, she killed herself, she fell from there. 

And she’s buried in Mirovice.  

Q: In which month was that? 

A: I don’t know anymore. 

Q: Did most people die there? 

A: I don’t know, I don’t remember. 

Q: That was when the typhoid fever broke out? 
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A: Well, then one went right after the other. I don’t know, I don’t remember. 

Q: The guards, what kind of weapons did they have? 

A: I can’t tell you. Some kind of carbine, or something, they each had a rifle of some kind.  

Q: Did they ever use them? 

A: Automatics, and they didn’t have anything. 

Q: Did they ever use their weapons? 

A: No, never. 

Q: … Why do you think that Jansky was arrested after the war? 

A: I don’t know. 

Q: You don’t know. You don’t know how he ended. 

A: No.                                                                                                                                 

Q: And how did you live after the war? 

A: … I don’t know. I wasn’t interested in anything anymore. 

 
 
 
 
Interview with Karel Vrba         Page 42 
March 8, 1997 

Q: No, I mean, what did you do after the war? 

A: Me?                                                                                                                                 

Q: Yes. 

A: Well, I was completely taken (prisoner). 

Q: No, I mean after the war.  

A: After the war? 

Q: When the war ended. 

A: Well, I was, I was in the army, that’s right. Right up to Zlin, when the war ended, I was in 

the army until Zlin. Then I came home and we had only one (room) there, so we moved out 

of there in 1947. There were just all of these little cottages there, (my) son had built one, you 

know he’s a mason, and all that.    
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Q: And where did you work after that? 

A: Jesus, I worked in the forest, I worked in the forest. At first I worked near a pond, here at 

Hradec, then I worked another 21 years in the forest.   

Q: And did you ever have any problems here? 

A: No.                                                                                                                                 

Q: Did you ever see any of your fellow prisoners again? 

A: I never met with any of them. 

Q: And did you ever go back to the site of the camp? 

A: Yeah, we were there twice.  

Q: And how does it look there? 

A: No, you can’t recognize a thing, it’s a dairy farm there now. The Communists built it.  

Q: And what about the graves there? 
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A: You wouldn’t recognize a thing. The trees are already pretty tall around there.  

Q: And do you know where your daughter is buried? 

A: Well, that’s already been destroyed, put into the ground. She was buried there where the 

small children were, and they leveled it.   

Q: And that was in that same forest? 

A: In Mirovice.                                                                                                                                 

Q: At the cemetery? 

A: At the cemetery, no, not there, I only have my father there.  

Q: And did you ever ask the people there why they did that, why they leveled the ground? 

A: But they did the same to that cemetery in Strazny, too. It was grown up everywhere, so 

they just got rid of it, and no, I didn’t ask. They didn’t just (destroy) her grave, they did it to 

everyone, everything.   
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Q: Aha.  … And where does your father lie? 

A: There in the forest, in the forest, too. 

Q: And do you know where? 

A: I don’t know. 

Q: Did you know that our president (Vaclav Havel) unveiled a monument there? 

A: I never saw him there, never have. ... We haven’t been there, I don’t know for how long. 

I’ve only been there twice, and there was nothing. The Communists put up some wooden 

cross, at the place where the graves are. And then there wasn’t anything there anymore. I 

haven’t been there (recently) because I didn’t have a reason. But I heard about the fact they 

were doing something there.   

Q: Did you get an invitation? 

A: No, we didn’t. 
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Q: ... Have you ever been paid any reparations? For the time that you were imprisoned? 

A: For what I was there I got 3,000 (Czech crowns), no, 3,500.   

Q: When was that? 

A: That’s been about a year ago or more. 

Q: And what did you think, when you got the money? ... Okay we want to thank you. 

A: You’re welcome. 

Q: You have helped us a lot, and with that, another generation can form a picture of how it 

really was there. And how you suffered. 

A: Yes.                                                                                                                                     

Q: How all of you suffered. 

End of tape 1 

Conclusion of interview 
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