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Summary 
 

Martin List was born on November 25, 1929 in a small town (a shtetl) in southeastern Poland, 
near the city of Krakow. He was one of four children and was the only one to survive (in the 
forest near his hometown) in his family. Until 1939 he lived a comfortable middle-class life. His 
father was a merchant and his mother a homemaker, and the family also had a maid. His 
father’s business took him frequently to Germany where he made many friends there, some of 
whom would play an important role later in his family’s life during the Nazi invasion and 
occupation. Mr. List encountered antisemitism in school, having to sit on the back benches, 
though he was an excellent student. Nevertheless, after school he played with non-Jewish 
children. In general, he found antisemitism to be rampant in his section of Poland, and this 
would be played out during the Holocaust as the local non-Jewish people cheered at the Nazi 
humiliation and killing of Jews, and sometimes participated in it.  

His town was occupied by the Germans in mid-September 1939. Immediately, anti-Jewish laws 
were implemented. He and his family were well aware of the dangers because of their 
knowledge of what had been occurring in Germany, warnings by German friends of his father, 
and the establishment of Auschwitz nearby as a concentration, but not yet death, camp. Until 
the beginning of 1942 life for the family was bearable. They continued to live in their house, but 
their synagogues were burned down and the Nazis carried out seemingly senseless killings to 
terrorize the Jewish community. By the middle of 1942 life worsened. Jews of the town were 
put into a ghetto, and a Jewish Council was appointed from among Jewish notables. List 
understood the dilemmas faced by the Jewish Council, even when the Council had to select 
some Jews for deportations and killings. According to List the members of the Council tried to 
ameliorate the situation for Jews. The ghetto, however, lasted only four weeks. In July 1942 the 
Nazis ordered all Jews to congregate in the town square on pain of death. Almost everyone was 
then shipped off to Belzec, but List’s family did not comply. They went back to their former 
house where German friends of the family, now as occupiers, were staying. They hid the List 
family for several hours. Ultimately, the family was saved by a Polish criminal who drove them 
to the forest. He also saved other Jews. His motivation was unclear. He despised authority of 
any kind. Much later, however, he raped and killed List’s 14-year-old cousin. 

List lasted the rest of the war until January 1945 living in the forest. The family split up, with 
List, his father, and others together in one bunker and his mother and sisters together in 
another nearby. There were about 18 or 19 together at various times. Life was dangerous 
especially since many ordinary Poles came into the forest for food and firewood, and they could 
not be trusted. List and others relied on local peasants for food and shelter in return for money 
or other material goods. But they could also not be trusted and frequently refused or 
threatened to turn them in to the Gestapo. Only one peasant helped with no expectation of 
payment. By the time of liberation, List’s father had been found and killed by the Nazis and his 
mother and sister were brutally murdered by local Poles who beat them to death after having 
been told of their hiding place by one of the Lists’ German “friends”. List remained very bitter 
toward the local Polish population. He maintained that even near the Russian liberation the 
Polish underground continued to find and kill Jews instead of killing Germans. 
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The Russians liberated him and other surviving Jews in the forests in May 1945. The Russians 
treated them well. List had a strong urge for revenge against the German and even claims he 
went to medical school in the United States later to learn how to poison German drinking 
water. Eventually, he made it to Palestine and fought in the War of Independence but decided 
to immigrate to the United States where he got a degree in pharmacy and then a medical 
degree. In medical school he gave up on his desire for revenge. He practiced internal medicine 
and oncology for many years in California. 
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