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Werner Reich was born on October 1, 1927 in Soest, a suburb of Berlin, Germany. His father, 
Vilim, was born in Timișoara, Hungary which later became the Transylvania part of Romania. 
Vilim had studied at the University of Berlin and was a mechanical and electrical engineer who 
first worked for Siemens and then Bohles & Karl (? ph,sp). He was an officer in WWI. Vilim’s 
brother, Gustave, went to the United States before WWI. His mother, Ellie, was the daughter of 
a glass manufacturer and banker from Hildesheim who was a nurse on the Eastern Front during 
WWI. She saved a group of German soldiers from being gassed and was awarded the Iron Cross 
for this act. He had a sister, Renata. 
Their life in Germany in 1933 was normal for an above average, middle class, Jewish family fully 
integrated into German society. His father had a chauffeur; they had a full-time live-in maid. 
They spoke strictly German. The family was not religious; he did not go to synagogue or 
religious school. However, they had to belong to the Jewish Community. He did not feel any 
changes in his life because of antisemitic decrees or laws. In 1933 his father was told by the 
company that he worked for that he’d better resign. In December 1933 the family, with their 
maid, left Germany and went to Yugoslavia. On December 18, 1933 they arrived in Zagreb, 
Croatia. For a short time he went to a German school in Zagreb and then transferred to a 
Yugoslav school. In this school, religion was a required subject; there were three classes for 
Catholics, and one class for Protestants, Moslems, and Jews. Therefore, he had friends of all 
different religions. During this time, he never heard an antisemitic remark. Werner was slightly 
aware that he was Jewish. In Yugoslavia his mother insisted on going to services on the High 
Holidays; his father never went. The only Jewish activity that Werner was involved with was 
membership in Hashomer Hatzair, a Jewish Zionist youth organization.  
They lived in Yugoslavia from 1933-1940 when his father died from kidney disease. In April 1941 
Germany invaded Yugoslavia. This changed everything; his teacher told his mother that he and 
his sister could no longer go to school. A short time later, his mother placed his sister with one 
family; he was hidden with another family. His mother felt 100% convinced that nothing would 
happen to her since she had been awarded an Iron Cross and a citation which said, Vaterland ist 
dienst (Fatherland is Service). Also, since her father had spent time in the United States in the 
late 1800s and had acquired American citizenship, she had American citizenship. There was a 
question as to whether that citizenship would pass to Werner and Renata. His mother went to 
the American Consulate and was told that the only way that the children could participate in 
the citizenship would be if his mother steps on American soil. His mother didn’t want to leave 
them in Yugoslavia. Also, she was asked for a huge bribe. They didn’t have the money; they had 
sold their house for next to nothing and had paid reichflucht steuer (emigration tax) when they 
left Germany. 
Being separated from his mother and sister was exciting for Werner. He was 13 years old and 
on his own; it was adventurous in the beginning. Then things started to change over time. He 
first stayed with a man for six months; then his mother moved him to be with a husband and 
wife. This couple developed films for the resistance movement, the partisans. He had his own 
room in their apartment, but he was lonely. He couldn’t go near the windows; he couldn’t wear 
shoes; he didn’t have any friends. Whenever he called someone, they weren’t home or didn’t 
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answer the phone; it turned out that they had been taken away and killed. He couldn’t go out 
on the street; in Yugoslavia/Croatia, you had to wear a yellow star on the back of your clothing, 
as well as the front. He spent most of his time developing films and making prints and 
enlargements of pictures taken by the partisans. The only information he had was from German 
radio broadcasts and Croat newspapers; the couple did not include him when they listened to 
the BBC. Because his parents had isolated him, he knew nothing about the Nazis and their 
activities. 
The situation in Croatia was very bad; the Croats themselves turned out to be extremely 
antisemitic. The Ustaše, the army of the Croat people, opened a concentration/extermination 
camp called Jasenovac in Croatia. One thing they did in Jasenovac which they did nowhere else 
— they killed people by cutting their throats. 
At 6 AM one morning, a group of Gestapo agents knocked at the door and entered the 
apartment. One of the men pointed a gun at Werner and told him to stay in bed. After he was 
told to dress, he was brought to the local Gestapo station. He was hit repeatedly when he was 
questioned about the couple —what kind of films did they develop; where did the films come 
from — he said that he didn’t know anything. He was locked in a cold cell in the basement and 
was brought up a couple more times for questioning and beatings. He would cry; he was 14/15 
years old. He spent three days in the basement; on the third day they put him in a car and 
drove him to Slovenia where he was locked in a wooden shack that was filled with millions of 
fleas —he itched constantly. He spent three days there. Then another Gestapo man came and 
took him on a train. When Werner started scratching from the fleas, he was locked in the toilet 
and told to wash himself. He ended up in Graz, Austria where he was booked at police 
headquarters. He was placed in a cell with three other kids about his age — two of them had 
been arrested for burglary; the third had murdered his mother. He infected this cell and the 
adjacent cell with the fleas; the Gestapo had to clean out and wash everything. Because Werner 
was a Jew, he was viewed as worse than the three others. 
 
Werner was at this station for six weeks. One day he looked out of his third-floor window into 
the prison yard and saw his mother. He was unable to signal her; he couldn’t get to the very 
deep windows which were closed and had steel bars on them. That was the last time he saw his 
mother. From this prison he was taken to Vienna where he was brought into a synagogue that 
had been destroyed during Kristallnacht. He was locked up here along with about 150 other 
people who had luggage with them; he had absolutely nothing. The next day they were put on a 
train to Theresienstadt, Czechoslovakia; he was there for the next 10 months. While there, he 
was a bit of an outsider; he had been brought up in Yugoslavia. He was not accepted as German 
because he didn’t know what was going on in Germany. He didn’t speak Czech, so he couldn’t 
communicate with the Czechs. Since Werner was a youngster who never had anything of value, 
he viewed the situation differently than his elders. Living conditions for young people were not 
that terrible; he rarely saw an SS man. He slept in a small room with four or five in a room; the 
food was acceptable. He worked, but not very hard. He exterminated vermin from the buildings 
by taping up the windows from the inside, heating up the place with a big brazier, donning a gas 
mask, and then spilling pellets of Cyclone gas around. Sometimes he went outside the camp to 
work; he made brooms and baskets. 
 

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



In April/May 1944 a group of them were given slips of paper and a bit of food. They were told 
to go outside the town/outside the gates; they were loaded into cattle cars — there were many 
SS here. The car had one bucket for use as a toilet; it overflowed after an hour or two. They 
slept in the urine and feces that were floating all over; the person next to him died — the first 
time in his life he had ever seen a dead person. For 2/3 days Werner lived only on sardines. 
Eventually the doors opened and everyone fell out. People in striped uniforms and SS men 
arrived with walking sticks — screaming, hollering, and hitting them on the legs and shoulders; 
they were sorting people. Werner found out from one of the prisoners that they were in 
Auschwitz, in Birkenau. This meant nothing to him; he didn’t know what they were talking 
about. He and his group were sent to Camp B2b, a “family camp”; he thinks it was barrack 12A 
— that’s where all the young people were. They were lined up, told to strip, given a shower, 
shaved with a scratchy razor, painted with Lysol, and then tattooed. They were given some 
underwear, a little undershirt, a jacket, a pair of pants, and shoes. The number on their uniform 
was the same as the number tattooed on his arm. Jews had a yellow triangle on their uniform; 
Werner was given a red triangle. He doesn’t know why; he thought it might be because of the 
political situation. He learned that a person’s number indicated when a particular group came 
into the camp and from where. This helped to identify a person who spoke your language; 
someone you could talk with — someone who could give you information about a custom in 
the camp. 
 
The barracks were divided lengthwise into two halves by a little wall. There was a fire at one 
end and a chimney at the other end. This was supposed to heat the barracks, but was useless. 
There were three levels of bunk beds — six people per bunk sleeping head to feet. Some had 
potato sacks filled with straw; others had nothing and slept on the hard wood. There was 
always urine and feces dribbling from one level to the next because the boards that formed the 
bunks were separated by an inch or two. Almost all developed a severe form of diarrhea — they 
called it ja scheisserei —and stomach infections. Once you got it, there was a 50-50 chance of 
survival. Werner got it and survived. Sometimes they had to use the toilet, but you were 
permitted to sit for only a few minutes; there was no toilet paper. At one point he had his 
ration stolen from under his pillow. 
 
Werner worked a little around the camp; he leveled the ground. One time a German soldier 
took a shovel and hit him in the kidney because he wasn’t working fast enough. There was very 
little work to do. After they had been there about three weeks, it sunk in that they would be 
going “through the chimney.” They had thought it was a joke when they were told this at their 
arrival. Next to them was a camp of gypsies; also a camp of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Werner still 
remembers the sounds of crying and howling of these people who had been there six months 
and knew that they were going to be gassed as they sat outside the crematoria waiting to be let 
in. In contrast, the Hungarian Jews didn’t know what was going to happen; they walked over to 
the gas chambers when they arrived. 
 
Werner slept in a top bunk and became friendly with an older gentleman, Herbert Levin, who 
was next to him. Werner always called him Herr Levin because this man was an adult, and he 
was a kid. Herr Levin had a deck of cards and explained to Werner how to do card tricks. The 
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man’s stage name was Herbert Nivelli, a famous magician. Werner remembered how to do this 
trick, and after liberation, did it in Yugoslavia, England, and the United States. This led to his 
membership in the International Brotherhood of Magicians and the Psychic Entertainers 
Association; he’s been a long-time member of both groups. 
 
Werner talks about the humor and laughter in the camp; it was a necessity, a tool for survival. 
In Auschwitz they used to have hour long joke sessions. They would sit around, someone would 
tell a joke, and others would translate the joke into their language. Each nationality had its own 
type of joke. It kept them sane. Telling jokes was better than talking about food (the one thing 
they talked about) — in Auschwitz they were only given 300/350 calories a day.  
 
When Werner was told that after six months he would go through the chimney, he gave up; he 
resigned himself to it. On July 6, 1944, Dr. Mengele came into the camp. All the young men 
under the age of 18 had to take off their clothes, line up, and run past Dr. Mengele. With a 
wave of his hand, Mengele had put 300 on one side. They had to run past him again, and there 
were 200. After the third time, there were 89. These were told to put on their clothes and were 
sent to another camp — the B2D camp and then to the strafkommando, which was adjacent to 
the barrack with the sonderkommandos. Over the next five days, the others were gassed. When 
two men, dressed as women, tried to escape and were caught, Werner and others were forced 
to watch as they were beaten to a pulp. 
 
After a few months, in September, Werner was moved from the strafkommando to Auschwitz I; 
he was there with some Greek kids. The winter of ‘44/’45, was horribly cold, and all but one of 
the Greek kids perished from the cold. Their job was to feed and take care of the horses. He 
saw many people commit suicide by throwing themselves against the wire because they just 
couldn’t take the conditions anymore. During the day, he could talk to people; but at night, he 
was very lonely because there was fear inside him that he could not show to others. He’d hear 
people screaming as they were being led to the gas chamber. The air was constantly filled with 
the heavy smoke and soot from the crematoria chimney; he’ll never forget the smell of burning 
hair. 
 
In January 1945, they were given a piece of bread and some extra clothes. They were told to 
take whatever they wanted; they didn’t know why or what. Auschwitz I was emptied and sent 
on a march; some from Auschwitz II also left. They walked for an hour or so and then stopped; 
those who then had difficulty getting up were shot. There were several thousand people 
dragging in a long column; next to them were the SS men, walking. They drank the ice and the 
snow from the road. He threw away a piece of bread that froze in his pocket; he had put a little 
piece of bread under his arm, but it became a block of ice. The first night they slept in some 
stables; there were even people sleeping in the troughs that the cows were eating from. 
Werner found a place between the legs of a cow which drooled on him constantly. After a 
while, the cow laid down on Werner’s legs; this kept him warm. In the morning, an SS man shot 
a fellow who had crept into a heap of straw. They continued walking and spent the next night in 
a silo, on concrete — the coldest place he has ever slept. The next morning they continued on 
until they came to a railroad siding with open rail cars into which they climbed; there was no 
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toilet. Guarding them on top were old men and 14-year-old kids with guns — there were no 
more SS. Moving in an open rail car was very cold. The next day the train stopped in Moravská 
Ostrava. Here, Werner handed a bowl to a man who was along the tracks; this man heated the 
bowl with the steam coming from the piston and return hot water to Werner. They continued 
on for four days during which time people were dying; the dead bodies were thrown over the 
edge of the railroad car. 
 
They arrived at Mauthausen where there were prisoners of war. By that time — between the 
march from Auschwitz to the train station and the cold train ride — about half of the people 
were dead. They were marched into the camp and told to shower. During the shower many 
screamed with pain and dropped dead because they were frostbitten. Werner’s feet were 
frostbitten, and the pain of the blood rushing into his feet was indescribable. A Serbian doctor 
in the camp heard Werner cursing in Croat and picked him out. His feet were rotting; the doctor 
cut off the toes from one foot and little pieces from the other. They were bandaged with paper. 
By this time all the SS were gone; they were watched by the old men and young kids. After a 
while there was no food in the camp; they got a tablespoon of moldy bread daily. Werner slept 
next to a dead man for about three days so he could get the man’s ration of bread. He couldn’t 
move because his feet were destroyed; he practiced his French with the French and Belgian 
prisoners of war. 
 
On May 5, they were liberated by American soldiers. At that time he was 17 years old and 
weighed 29 kilos. Werner could not walk properly; he could only walk on his heels. The 
Americans gave them the only food that they had, K-rations — 2/3 boxes a day; a lot of people 
died from eating them. There were only about 20/30 soldiers, and they didn’t know what to do 
with a camp filled with starving, diseased people, and many dead bodies that had to be 
removed. When he was strong enough to leave, the Americans gave him an identification paper 
that stated he was a prisoner of Mauthausen and free of infectious diseases. He had no money; 
he had no maps; he didn’t know where he was; he didn’t know how to go home or where home 
was — he had nothing. 
 
Everything was chaos; his home had been Zagreb. He did not try to contact his family. Werner 
met a man from Yugoslavia who told him that he knew how to get there. They boarded a train 
and ended up in Budapest where there were people cooking on the station’s platform. They 
traded the man’s coat for a pair of shoes and two bowls of Hungarian Goulash. They then took 
a tramway to a monastery where they could sleep in the yard outside. The next day they found 
a train that went to Yugoslavia; they ended up in Subotica where the two men parted. Werner 
made his way to the Jewish Community Center to ask for help. They gave him some money and 
a bandage for his foot. He then took a train to Zagreb; he lived there for about a month. He 
went back to his old apartment, but there was nothing there. A woman, with whom his parents 
had been friendly, still lived on the lower floor; he stayed there a few days and then she sent 
him to the local Jewish Community Center. There he was told that something had to be done 
with his feet because there were still bone splinters from where his toes had been removed. He 
was booked into the local hospital for an operation. Werner was still under weight and there 
was a lack of food in the hospital. One of the nurses (a nun) assigned a farmer to his room. 
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Since the farmer was not allowed to eat the food that his wife brought, it could be given to 
Werner; he put on some weight. 
 
Werner learned that his sister was in Italy; she had been arrested and was now liberated. She 
wrote telling him that she was going to America. He thought that he would stay in Yugoslavia 
and go to school. Then he got a letter from the government telling him to report for military 
service in the Second Chemical Division in Serbia. His sister urged him to go to England where 
they had an uncle. Werner ran into many problems trying to get the visas he would need to 
leave Yugoslavia and transit through Austria, Switzerland, and France. Austria’s transit visa 
allowed exit only at the same point of entrance. Werner went to Belgrade where he found 
someone who did not put the exit town on the visa; he could go wherever he wanted. He left 
for England the next day. He was sick on the stormy boat trip from Calais to Dover. 
 
Werner’s cousin picked him up. When the cousin asked him what he did in the war, Werner 
gave him a brief summary. The cousin told him to never tell anybody because he would be 
thought insane and be locked up. His uncle accused him of reporting his mother and sister to 
the Gestapo. For fear of being thrown out of England and sent back to Germany, Werner didn’t 
say anything in response. His uncle and cousin did not help or support him. He was hoping to be 
educated in England, to find love and friendship; he found none of these things. He could not 
speak the language; had no skills; he was a foreigner; he was lower class. He began working in a 
machine shop, becoming a tool and die maker; he got married. His sister, who had once 
stopped in London to meet him, wrote urging him to come to the United States; which he did. 
He had been in England since he was 22; when he arrived in the States, he was 27 years old. He 
worked for many years as an industry engineer in the supermarket industry, doing a lot of 
research, and becoming a vice president. 
 
He doesn’t think there can be justice with regards to the Nazis. He believes that we should try 
to avoid at all costs any similar incidents. Werner didn’t speak about what had happened to him 
for 39/40 years. He was retired, when he saw an article in the local newspaper about the local 
high school giving a course in Holocaust Studies; he offered to speak to the students. He was 
surprised at what he called “stupid questions.” So he developed a presentation, which he keeps 
changing; he wants them to have an understanding of what the Holocaust was about. It’s not 
something that happened in Europe; it can happen here. The problem is that whenever things 
are lousy, maybe 1% /2% of the people blame minorities; and the rest stand by and do nothing. 
When he speaks to students, he stresses: don’t be a bystander; don’t accept things; don’t put 
up with things — because tomorrow you may be on the other side. After he began speaking at 
the high school, the Holocaust Memorial and Tolerance Center of Nassau County began sending 
him to schools. He has donated some of his artifacts to that museum. 
 
Werner is not angry; but he doesn’t want this to ever happen again. He doesn’t blame the 
Nazis; they said what they were going to do, and they did it. He blames those who were 
standing around and not doing anything. 
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