
 
Holocaust Memorial Miami Beach 

Holocaust Survivor Memoir Lesson Plan 
MIDDLE SCHOOL Lesson Objectives Comparing & Contrasting two 

survivors:  

Henry Flescher & David Mermelstein  

 

FL State Standards Correlations 

Estimated time of the Lesson:  Film clip 4 min. lesson 45 minutes for 

Middle School (6th - 8th grade) 

SUBJECT: SOCIAL STUDIES 

Strand: SS.6.W World History 

1. Students will be able to identify events of the Holocaust by 
listening to the accounts of two survivors of the Holocaust.  

Standard 1: SS.6.W1: Utilize historical 

inquiry skills and analytical processes. 

2. Students will identify the locations of the various places in 
which the Survivors mention in their accounts.  

Strand: SS.8.G: Geography 

Standard 2: SS.8. G.2: Understand physical 

and cultural characteristics of places 

3. Students will focus on their lives before they were taken 
prisoners and what the changes were after their capture.  

4. Students will compare the stories of the two survivors in 
terms of their lives before, during and after their capture.   

SUBJECT: SOCIAL STUDIES 

Strand: SS.6.W World History 

Standard 1: SS.6.W1: Utilize historical 

inquiry skills and analytical processes. 

 

5. Students will recognize that it is 75 years since the end of 
WWII.  

 

6. Students will be able to follow the journey of each of the 
survivors and recognize the different paths that they took.  

 

7. Students will understand the concept of what Eli Wiesel 
meant when he said, “Listening to a witness, makes you a 
witness.”  

Subject: ELA 

Strand LAFS.8.SL: Standards for Speaking & 

Listening 

Cluster 1 LAFS.8.SL.1: Comprehension & 

Collaboration 

Benchmark – LAFS.8.SL.1.3 Evaluate a 

speakers point of view, reasoning & use of 

evidence & rhetoric  
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MATERIALS:   

Map of Europe that includes Czechoslovakia, Poland, Scotland & 
England, Hungary, France 
DVD Player, screen, 
Worksheets  

 

SUGGESTED PROCEDURES  

1. Worksheets will be distributed to all students. (Blank 
worksheets as well as a blank Venn Diagram)  

2. Students will be asked to take notes and fill in sections of 
the worksheets that are pertinent during the presentation.  

3. Students will view 4-minute clip: “The World Before” 
https://holocaustmemorialmiamibeach.org/journey/en/pa
nel/the-world-before.html 

4. Two Designated students will read the accounts of the 
survivors indicated above (Gross & FLescher)  

5. Students will use worksheets to take notes based upon the 
presentations. 

6. Using a map of Europe teacher asks students to identify 
where all of the countries are that the Survivors addressed.  

7. Teacher asks students to indicate vocabulary that they 
didn’t understand 
 

Strand: SS.6.G: Geography  
Standard 1:  SS.6G.1  Understand how to 
use maps and other geographic 
representations tools and technology to 
report information.  
Subject: ELA  
Strand: LAFS.8.RI:  Reading Standards for 
Informational Text – 
Cluster 2 LAFS.RI.2: Craft & Structure 

Benchmark: LAFS.RI.2.4   Determine the 
meaning of words & phrases as they are 
used in a text, including figuration, 
connotation and technical meanings; 
analyze the connotation’s impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and tone. 
Standard LAFS.68.WHST: Writing standards 
for Literacy in History/Social 
Studies/Science/ & Technical Subjects. 
Cluster 1 LAFS.68.WHST.1: Text Types & 
Purposes 
Benchmarks: LAFS.68.WHST.1.2: Write 
informative/explanatory texts, including the 
narration of historical events, scientific 
procedures/experiments, or technical 
processes. .. 
 

8. Teacher poses questions for students to respond:  
a. Name two attributes of Mermelstein and two of 

Flescher that helped them to survive (from your 
worksheets).  Be specific referring to their biographies. 

b. What emotions do you sense from the passages read? 
c. What might have been some of the feelings of isolation 

and imprisonment that Flescher and Mermelstein felt?  

Subject : ELA 

Strand : LAFS.68.WHST 

Cluster 3.LAFS.68.WHST.3 : Research to 

build and present knowledge 

Benchmark: LAFS.68.WHST.3.9  Draw 

evidence from informational texts to 

support analysis, reflection and research.  

https://holocaustmemorialmiamibeach.org/journey/en/panel/the-world-before.html
https://holocaustmemorialmiamibeach.org/journey/en/panel/the-world-before.html
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d. What are some of the similarities of the two survivors 

in growing up, before the war came?  What are some of 
the marked differences of this time that you note? 

e. Between Flescher and Mermelstein, which one do you 
think might have suffered the most? Be specific.  

f. Mermelstein was 11 and Flescher was 15 when the war 
started. How did their difference in age impact on how 
they survived their experiences?  

g. How does David Mermelstein survive the dangers 
posed by the camps, the Nazis, his travels?  

h. How does Henry Flescher survive? 
i. Cite at least 2 examples of survival in each account. 

Why are they so important? What might have 
happened if they made a mistake? 
 

 

 

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  

 
1. Teacher teams up students in twos/threes and instructs 

students to compare and contrast the various aspects of 
the Survivors’ testimonies on a Venn Diagram. 

2. Students called upon to share various elements of their 
Venn Diagram. 

3. What were the distinct different experiences?  
4. Teacher introduces Eli Wiesel’s premise “Listening to a 

witness, makes you a witness.”  Ask students to explain the 
phrase.  
a. Do you think hearing these stories can make  you a 

witness? How so?  
5. Teacher has students write a thought that they would like to 

share with either survivor, incorporating Eli Wiesel’s theme. 
6. OR HW assignment (optional): Teacher invites students to 

write a letter to one of the two Survivors sharing how they 
received his story and their perspective on his survival.  
e.g. Dear Mr. _____________, After hearing your story, I…. 

Subject: ELA 

Strand LAFS.8.SL: Standards for Speaking & 

Listening 

Cluster 1 LAFS8.SL.1: Comprehension & 

Collaboration 

Benchmark – LAFS.8.SL.1.3 Evaluate a 

speakers point of view, reasoning & use of 

evidence & rhetoric  

Strand: LAFS.8.RI:  Reading Standards for 

Informational Text 

Cluster 2 LAFS.RI.2: Craft & Structure 

Benchmark: LAFS.8.RI.2.4   Determine the 

meaning of words & phrases as they are 

used in a text, including figuration, 

connotation and technical meanings; 

analyze the connotation’s impact of specific 

word choices on meaning and tone. 
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Wrap Up Experiences varied for people in camps depending 
on a number of factors. The stories of the two people that 
we examined today are just two of many different 
experiences. How did these survivors maintain a sense of 
hope and humanity? Give two examples from today’s lesson. 

Subject: Social Studies 

Strand SS.6.W: World History 

Standard 1 SS.6.W.1: Utilize historical 

inquiry skills & analytical processes.  

 

 

 

Survivor 

 

NAME:  NAME:  

Birthplace   

Type of pre-H 

childhood: 

Describe type of life 

survivor had before 

s/he was captured – 

school, family, 

religiosity, activities 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Age during 

Holocaust 

  

Camps/Situation 

Describe the types 

of situations in 
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which the Survivor 

found him/herself 

Camps, hiding, 

escape  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Worst part of 

his/her account 

  

 

Best part of his/her 

account during the 

Holocaust 

  

 

Post Holocaust 

life: Describe the 

Survivor’s life after 

s/he was liberated.  
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USA/CANADA:   
Describe how they 

ended up coming to 

America 

 

 

 

 

 

 

75 years later:  
Describe the 
survivor’s 
perspective 
celebrating these 
many years since 
the war.  
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Survivor:_____________ 
Survivor: ______________ 



 
Holocaust Memorial Miami Beach 

Holocaust Survivor Memoir Lesson Plan 
 

Survivor 

 

Henry Flescher-  from his book  A Tribute to Life: Henry Flescher’s 

Memoir of the Holocaust  As told to Bobbi Kaufman as summarized 

for this lesson by R’ Dr. Leon Weissberg 

Birthplace 

 

I was born March 14, 1924, in Vienna, Austria. I have two birthdays: March 14, the date I 

was born, and April 11, 1945, the date I was liberated. 

Age: 15 - 19 

Type of pre-H 

childhood: 

Describe type of life 

survivor had before 

s/he was captured – 

school, family, 

religiosity, activities 

 

My parents, my brother, my sister, and I had a very close family life. We never had any 

problems. My parents were always smiling - like me! We had a good life until Hitler 

annexed Austria on March 12, 1938. I never knew a grandmother or a grandfather - they 

were all killed in pogroms in Poland. My parents were both from Poland. After my father 

served in World War I, my parents moved to Austria where my mother’s brother, a well-

to-do optician, lived. My father, William Flescher, owned a kosher butcher store. I would 

sometimes help make deliveries - bring food to the customers’ houses. We weren’t rich; 

my father just made a living. We lived on the third floor of an apartment building. Many 

Jewish families lived there. We didn’t have a very big apartment - but there was always 

room for a relative. 

There was a living room, a dining room, a bedroom, and a kitchen. My parents had the 

bedroom and we children slept in the living room. I slept on one couch with my brother, 

and my sister had the other couch. We had electricity in our house, but no bathroom. 

There was one bathroom in the corridor that we shared with the three or four other 

apartments on our floor. 

 

We were religious, but not overly religious. My mother did not wear a wig) and my father 

did not have a beard - we were modern. We didn’t go overboard, but we were shomer 

Shabbas (Sabbath observant) and kosher. For Shabbos my mother would prepare a 

challah and take it to the baker to be baked. She would make gefilte fish and all the 

traditional foods. I remember for the high holidays we always got something new, like a 

suit. I always loved music: opera, classical, jazz. We couldn’t afford to go to the opera, 

but every week my father and I would listen to the opera on the radio. I went to a public 

school, but in our school, we also had Jewish education classes. I had friends who were 

Jewish and friends who were not Jewish. I played with all the boys in the neighborhood. 

After school we played soccer in the park - soccer was our biggest sport. In the 

summertime my family rented a house in the country where I went boating and swimming 

in the lake. I had a wonderful childhood.  

Age during 

Holocaust 

15-19 

Camps/Situation 

Describe the types 

of situations in 

When Hitler annexed Austria on March 12, 1938, our whole life changed. There was a lot 

of hatred at school; there were fights all the time. I was never afraid to defend myself - if 

somebody hit me I used to fight back. Jews became outcasts; people would attack us on 

the streets. It was not a happy life anymore.  In September I saw Hitler march down the 



 
Holocaust Memorial Miami Beach 

Holocaust Survivor Memoir Lesson Plan 
which the Survivor 

found him/herself 

Camps, hiding, 

escape  

same street where my father had his store. I saw him going by with his hand up. 

Everybody was very excited to see him. People saluted. I was behind everyone else - I 

didn’t want to be in front - a strategy I would follow throughout the war. I didn’t 

understand anything at that time - I was fourteen years old. 

In November 1938, the Nazis came to our door. They threw us down the stairs and took us 

to the Police station blaming us for the archduke of Germany being killed. We had to sign 

papers indicating that we were leaving Vienna. My father was the first to leave. He 

smuggled himself to Holland expecting to wait until my mother and I arrived.  Finally, my 

mother and I paid someone to smuggle us out of Austria. We traveled across Germany 

and got to the border of Belgium but didn’t have the right papers to get across. We had t o 

hire another smuggler who made false papers for us and took us through Switzerland to 

Belgium. We ended up in Antwerp and took a while until my father joined us. In 1941 they 

put us in a refugee camp in Ghent, a coal mining town. We felt safe in a one room 

apartment and lived there for six months until we got papers allowing us to go back to 

Antwerp. We had no working papers so I worked with my father peddling whatever we 

could.  

We finally got to Brussels where I learned to be a furrier, sewing pelts of Persian lamb fur 

together. I started learning French & Flemish. On May 10, 1940 Hitler declared war on 

Belgium and at that point in time we had to wear the Star of David on our clothing. There 

were all kinds of restrictions like no radio, no working and no being on the streets after 

8:00. The very day the Germans occupied Belgium, I received a visa to go to the United 

States, but I couldn’t get out of Belgium. My Belgian papers were all marked with a big 

‘J’ identifying me as Jewish. I had papers issued by the government in Belgium, but I 

needed an Austrian passport and I couldn’t get one. Even though I was born in Vienna, I 

couldn’t get an Austrian passport because citizenship was according to the parents’ 

citizenship and because my parents were Polish, I was considered Polish. Since Poland 

was no longer recognized, I could not get any passport. I was stateless. My family wanted 

to get out, but we couldn’t go anyplace. We couldn’t get a visa, we couldn’t get a 

passport.  

In 1942, when I was 18, I got a letter from Germany saying I had to go to a work camp 

there. I made up my mind I would not go. My parents said, “We will hire someone to 

smuggle you to France. From France perhaps you can go to Spain or Portugal and from 

there to the United States.” I had two pairs of shoes. My parents put money in the sole of 

one shoe - about $1,000 in American money. There was a $500 bill - you could get them 

at that time - some $100 bills and some $10 bills. I was smuggled from Brussels to Lyon, 

France, with a group of about fourteen people. I believe I am the only one of the fourteen 

to survive the war. I never saw my parents again. 

In Lyon I went to buy some grapes. I walked into a store and when they heard the way I 

spoke, my Austrian accent, they asked to see my papers. They immediately arrested me 

and put me in jail with homosexuals. I was very young and innocent - I didn’t understand 

what was going on. I was in this jail for six or eight weeks. From jail I was sent to 

Drancy, a camp in the suburbs of Paris where people were held waiting for transport to 

concentration camps. It was the beginning of the transports of people to Auschwitz. 

I was there for over a month until they selected people for transport. They did not choose 

the people according to their age, they just chose people at random. We were allowed to 

keep our belongings with us. I wore the pair of shoes with the money in them and carried 

the other pair. 
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I was on convoy number 27 which left Drancy for Auschwitz on September 2, 1942. We 

were loaded into train cars - about 70 people jammed into each car. I didn’t understand 

what was going on; I just went along with everything. We were locked in – we couldn’t 

get out. There was one communal bucket for sanitation. We had a little water and some 

bread, but after a while it wasn’t enough. We were like animals closed up in a hole. I sat 

on the floor surrounded by terrified people and crying children. The smell was horrible. It 

was all very confusing.  

When the train stopped the guards started to count people. They selected 300 people to 

work. I was number 298. The people not chosen to work were put back on the train and 

sent to Auschwitz to their deaths. 

 

We were taken from the train to Ottmuth, a Nazi forced labor camp where we worked in 

the Bata shoe factory making shoes for the army. We slept on straw spread on the floor. 

In the mornings we were given a piece of bread, some margarine, and imitation coffee. At 

six o’clock in the morning we would stand for roll call and then march off to work. We 

returned from hard labor at six o’clock in the evening. Dinner was watery soup. The 

German guards were brutal. Whips were flying all the time and dogs were barking 

constantly. We were there for about a month before they transported us to Peiskretscham. 

Here the conditions were much harsher. The camp was surrounded by electric fences and 

guarded by SS guards. The guards were extremely mean. We couldn’t talk, we couldn’t do 

anything. In the morning we got coffee. If I was lucky, I would get some of the coffee 

grounds to chew on for breakfast. 

We worked twelve hours a day building bridges and repairing bridges that were 

destroyed. Our job was to unload sand from the trains and bring it to the mixer to make 

cement. Then we had to run very fast to deliver the cement before it dried out. Running 

fast, twelve hours a day, often in the rain, was not easy. 

One of the people working with us knew how to use a shovel and a wheelbarrow. I didn’t. 

I used to get hit because I couldn’t work as fast as he did. We begged him to slow down, 

to work with us at our pace, but he didn’t. After a while he couldn’t keep up his own pace, 

so the Germans killed him. They accused him of sabotage. Those who were first, the best, 

were expected to always be first. I always worked the same way, stayed at the same pace, 

and came out alive. People who could not do their job were whipped to death and we 

were forced to watch. My strategy to avoid being whipped was to always stay in the 

middle of the group when working or marching. I did not want to be noticed. After work, 

when it was dark, the guards would ask for volunteers to bury the dead. The guards gave 

us shovels and told us where to dig the holes and bury the bodies. I must have buried 30 

or 40 bodies. I always volunteered for this - I felt an obligation to give the dead a proper 

burial and to say Kaddish for them. 

I got up each day and said to myself, “Look, you survived another day. You made it a day; 

you will make it another day. Let’s hope tomorrow will be a better day.”  

After a while I was transported by cattle car from Peiskretscham to Blechammer, a 

satellite camp of Auschwitz. The train ride this time was a little better than before only 

because there were fewer people in the car this time. When we arrived we were greeted 

with whips, shouts, and barking dogs. At Blechammer I got the tattoo on my arm. I 

stopped being Henry Flescher and I became 177153. 
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We would often be punished. When one guy was caught stealing food from the kitchen, 

they made him stay in the latrine up to his neck in sewage for twelve hours. When some of 

the men needed belts to hold up their pants, they picked up pieces of wire from a broken 

fence to make belts. Because the Germans needed the wire for the war effort, they 

considered this sabotage - so they hanged them. One time they decreed that when we were 

marching, we were responsible for the person marching near us. When a guy next to me 

disappeared, they claimed I was responsible for him. They put me over a bench and beat 

me with a dog whip. The punishment was supposed to be fifty lashes, but it was many 

more - they didn’t care about counting.  Another time they threw a stone at me and broke 

my jaw. 

 

The people in the camp from Holland, Belgium, and France suffered greatly trying to 

cope with the circumstances. People from Poland did better - they 

had more experience with suffering. I didn’t know why I was different; except I took 

everything with a smile and I never gave up. I always thought 

tomorrow would be better. My brother-in-law had the same outlook. I tried to encourage 

people – that is my nature. Perhaps it made a difference. 

 

When I told my brother-in-law I had two pairs of shoes with money hidden in one pair, he 

told me that he had some diamonds that were hidden in baby shoes. I learned 

to speak some Polish, so I was sometimes able to buy a loaf of bread from the Polish 

civilians working together with us in the camp. I would say, “You 

come tomorrow and bring m e a little chleb, bread.” They would tell me the time and 

where to meet and I would go there. They wanted $10 for a loaf of bread, so I paid it. My 

brother-in-law and I would eat it secretly at night. Also, I was lucky enough to get a job 

bringing food to the barracks so I would scratch out extra food from the barrel. I also 

washed the toilets to get extra food. I was growing at that age and I was always hungry. 

With this extra food my brother-in-law and I were able to stay in reasonably good 

physical shape. One day, the SS came looking for me and my brother-in-law. They 

brought us to a different barrack and interrogated us. They said they heard we had money 

and diamonds. I said to myself, “If I give it to them they will probably kill me. If I don’t 

give it to them they will probably kill me. So I might as well say no, I haven’t got it.” My 

brother-in-law did the same thing. They took down our pants, put us over a bench, and 

gave us over 100 lashes. I couldn’t sit down for a very long time. They said that the next 

day we would be transported to Auschwitz, but that never happened. Because I knew they 

were eventually going to take away all our belongings and give us striped concentration 

camp uniforms, I took the money out of the shoes, but I didn’t know how to hide it. Then 

somebody said to me, “The only way to hide it is to wrap the money in the paper from the 

margarine we get for breakfast and put it in your rectum.” So, that is the way I hid my 

money from then on. I kept my money hidden in my rectum, in the margarine paper, in 

and out, in and out. I managed. People in  the camp got sicker and sicker. We had to 

stand for long hours in the freezing cold. Some of the men could not hold their urine for 

that long. One time, a man could not hold it and he urinated in the snow. The urine froze 

and a Nazi’s motorcycle slipped in it. The man was hanged. One time while standing for 

hours in roll call, my body was ravaged by diarrhea. I knew that if I moved they would kill 

me. They only thing I could do was pray for strength to endure. 
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In January 1945 I was on the death march from Blechammer to Gross-Rosen. I had been 

in Blechammer for two years. Many of the prisoners on this death march froze to death or 

died of exhaustion on the way. Once we got there we had to stand for twelve or fourteen 

hours in the freezing rain and snow for roll call. 

At Gross-Rosen I got sick with dysentery. When they wouldn’t let me go to the toilet for 

twelve hours, I had to go in my pants. I was filthy and I smelled; everybody pushed me 

away. That was the first time in my life that I was discouraged. I didn’t want to live 

anymore. I was pushed too far. One night, at the risk of being shot, I snuck out of my 

barrack in the pouring rain and went to a basement where the dead people were and took 

the clothes off a body. I washed myself in the rain and put on the clothes of somebody who 

did not need them anymore. Then I could go back to wanting to live. 

After being in Gross-Rosen for a couple of weeks we were sent in an open train car to 

Buchenwald. The car was very crowded, there was no room whatsoever. We were happy 

when someone died because then we would have more room - we would sit on top of the 

corpses. It was winter and the trip took three days. My brother-in-law and I tried to 

keep each other awake and warm. We knew that if we fell asleep, we would freeze to 

death. When we got off the train, they put us in barracks. 

The beds were wooden platforms, five layers high. We slept fourteen people together on 

each platform. I always tried to sleep on the top bunk because everyone was a leaky 

faucet and I didn’t want to be under anyone. Hunger and disease were rampant there. If 

they ever gave us a piece of bread, we would be like vultures waiting for somebody to die 

so we could grab his piece of bread.  

In April, as the Allied troops were approaching, we were taken on another death march - 

this time to Altenburg, a sub-camp of Buchenwald near Leipzig. Sometime along the line, 

I’m not sure when, I was separated from my brother-in-law.  

 

From Altenburg we were marched to Waldenburg. More and more people were dying of 

starvation and exhaustion. On this death march I developed an abscess on my foot and my 

foot swelled. I could barely walk, but I kept going. On the last day I managed to slip away 

from the group and hide in a chicken coop beside the road. I hid under the chickens. They 

were very noisy. I saw the German tanks going by - I knew if they saw me they would kill 

me, so I stayed very quiet, like I was dead. When I saw tanks going by that didn’t look like 

German tanks, I came out. I was afraid to show my face because they didn’t know who I 

was. The first thing I saw was an American soldier standing near an American tank. 

Fearing the soldier would shoot me, I raised my arms and said, “Brother America,” the 

only English words I knew. I was liberated by the Americans at around 3 o’clock 

in the afternoon on April 11, 1945. I had no way of knowing what day it was, but to me it 

seemed like it was a Friday. The Americans offered me food, but I had a problem with my 

throat and I couldn’t eat. It was perhaps my luck that I couldn’t eat because many people 

ate too much too soon and died. I couldn’t eat, but I made kiddish over the food. About 

eight or ten of us were taken to a house in the village. We just went into an empty house. It 

was empty because the owners didn’t know what the Americans would do to them, so they 

hid in their basement. We didn’t know they were there. We just stayed upstairs and ate 

whatever food was in the house. After a few days they came up and showed themselves. 

We were all very weak and confused; we didn’t even know if the fighting was still going 

on. 
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I said to myself, “I am now free. I can’t eat, I can’t talk, I can’t walk - how much more an 

I be punished? But all right, I hope tomorrow will be a better day.” I saw so many people 

destroyed – I knew I came out okay - everything functioned pretty good. My biggest dream 

was to go to a place and have a chicken farm and not have to think about anything - to 

have a normal life, to enjoy the rest of my life. I just wanted to be normal, that’s all. 

Little by little, eating small portions of food, I began to feel better. I went to a displaced 

person’s camp where survivors were helped to get to where they came from or to 

wherever they wanted to go. I said I wanted to go to Belgium. 

Worst part of 

his/her account 

Being beaten repeatedly  

Best part of 

his/her account 

during the 

Holocaust 

Being with my brother through the camps 

Post Holocaust 

life: Describe the 

Survivor’s life 

after s/he was 

liberated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

I said to myself, “I am now free. I can’t eat, I can’t talk, I can’t walk - how much more 

can I be punished? But all right, I hope tomorrow will be a better day.” I saw so many 

people destroyed – I knew I came out okay - everything functioned pretty good. My 

biggest dream was to go to a place and have a chicken farm and not have to think about 

anything - to have a normal life, to enjoy the rest of my life. I just wanted to be normal, 

that’s all. Little by little, eating small portions of food, I began to feel better. I went to a 

displaced person’s camp where survivors were helped to get to where they came from or 

to wherever they wanted to go. I said I wanted to go to Belgium. I went to Brussels and 

shared an apartment with three other survivors from the camps. HIAS [Hebrew 

Immigrant Aid Society] helped us and gave us food. In 1946 my brother came from the 

United States to see me in Belgium. He had served in U.S. army intelligence in Europe for 

five years as a translator between German and English. I could notgo to the United States 

with him because I did not have the proper papers. I went to work as a furrier, a trade I 

started to learn in Brussels before the war. Together with two friends I opened up a 

business. We rented a little place to work in a basement.  I worked in Brussels and waited 

for my time to go to America. In the meantime, I met my future wife, Lea, in 1947 at a 

Maccabee dance in Belgium. I love music and I love to dance! Lea was from Belgium but 

she was hidden on a farm in Holland during the war. While she was there she was 

baptized and went to communion. Her mother was killed at Auschwitz. Her father was 

hidden during the war. 

USA/CANADA:   

Describe how they 

ended up coming 

to America 

In 1948 I got papers to go to the United States. Once I got the papers I had to leave right 

then. Lea did not have a visa for the United States at that time. When I left for the States, 

Lea said to me, “You are not going to come back, are you?” I said, “I don’t know.” But, I 

found it was very hard to start a new life in the United States - I didn’t speak English, my 

brother was married, I was alone. After four weeks I decided to go back to Belgium 

thinking life in Belgium would be easier because I already spoke Dutch, French, and 

German.  I still had $500 left of the money my parents put in my shoe. I changed the 

money in a bank in the United States. I should have kept it, but I needed the money to get 

back to Brussels. Lea and I were married on April 11, 1948, in a Jewish ceremony. Lea 
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was eighteen, I was twenty four. We could not get married civilly because then she would 

have to take on my nationality, which would make things very complicated. I wanted to 

stay in Brussels, but Lea wanted to go to the United States. Our first child, Carmen, was 

eight or nine months old in 1950 when we left for America on a liberty ship, a ship for 

soldiers. I loved it! I am a traveler - it is in my blood. We arrived in New York, I stayed 

one night, then went to stay with my brother in Providence, Rhode Island.  

My cousin came to me and said he knew someone in the electronics business in New York. 

He thought maybe I could sell radios and batteries. So I took the bus to New York, bought 

some merchandise, came back and sold it. I became a distributer for companies like 

Sharp. After a while I started my own consumer electronics business. I was selling 

things like tape recorders, boomboxes, transistor  radios, and Polaroid film - at that time 

Polaroid film was very big. I was very busy. I did very nicely. I had my ups and downs, 

(one day someone stole my car with all my merchandise), but at least I worked for myself. 

I would make a deal over a cup of coffee and a handshake with no money. That was my 

start of making a living I saw my parents for the last time when I left them in Belgium in 

1942. I didn’t know anything about them after that until I got a letter from the Red Cross 

saying they died in Auschwitz.  

My sister, Rosalie, and her baby daughter were on convoy No. 32 which left Camp  

Drancy for Concentration Camp Auschwitz on September 14, 1942. They did not survive. 

My brother-in-law, Benno Weitzenfeld, survived the Holocaust. I never saw him again 

after the war. I did not know anything about him until I got a letter from the Red Cross 

telling me he passed away in Brussels in 2000. 

My brother, Sam, and his wife, Hella, lived in Rhode Island. They had three children, two 

boys and one girl. Sam passed away in 1994 at age 75. Lea and I divorced in 1989 after 

forty-nine and one half years of marriage. We have a very cordial relationship. I have two 

daughters, three grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren. 

My daughter, Carmen Flescher, was born in Belgium. She lives in Miami where she is 

very active in the Jewish community. She currently works for the Miami Jewish Film 

Festival. I saw my parents for the last time when I left them in Belgium in 1942. I didn’t 

know anything about them after that until I got a letter from the Red Cross saying they 

died in Auschwitz. My sister, Rosalie, and her baby daughter were on convoy No. 32 

which left Camp Drancy for Concentration Camp Auschwitz on September 14, 1942. They 

did not survive.    My brother-in-law, Benno Weitzenfeld, survived the Holocaust. I never 

saw him again after the war. I did not know anything about him until I got a letter from 

the Red Cross telling me he passed away in Brussels in 2000. 

My brother, Sam, and his wife, Hella, lived in Rhode Island. They had three children, two 

boys and one girl. Sam passed away in 1994 at age 75. Lea and I divorced in 1989 after 

forty-nine and onehalf years of marriage. We have a very cordial relationship. 

I have two daughters, three grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren. My daughter, 

Carmen Flescher, was born in Belgium. She lives in Miami where she is very active in the 

Jewish community. She currently works for the Miami Jewish Film Festival.  

75 years later:  

Describe the 

survivor’s 

perspective 

celebrating these 

When I think I want to do something, I do it. I don’t want to say I should have done it. If I 

have a desire to go, I go. I do it! That’s what life is all about. Whatever I want to do, I do 

it now - I don’t wait for the future. There is no later; we only have today. We don’t know if 

tomorrow will come. I believe in one thing: take advantage of every day of your life. 

Whatever you do, enjoy it. I am very optimistic. Yesterday - fine, I went through it, I went 

through a lot in my lifetime. If people ask me about my experiences I tell them, but I can’t 
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many years since 

the war.  

dwell on it. I don’t want to get angry and mad. I don’t want to be bitter. I dwell on the 

future. 

I’m here, the weather is beautiful, I can see the sun. I’m happy. I’m a contented person. I 

love every moment of my life. 
 

 

 

Survivor DAVID MERMELSTEIN   - The Only One: David Mermelstein’s Memoir of 

Surviving the Holocaust as told to Bobbi Kaufman and summarized for this lesson by R’ Dr. 

Leon Weissberg 
Location I was born in 1928 in Kevjazd in the Carpathian Mountains of Czechoslovakia.  

Auschwitz-Birkenau, Gross-Rosen, Ebensee, Austria Concentration Camp, Landsberg DP Camp, 

Slovakia, Czech, Germany, New York 

Type of 

Pre-

Holocaust 

childhood 

I was always called Dudi. I had two older brothers and my sister, Anna, was two years younger, 

and my twin brothers, Chaim and Hirsh, were nine years younger. We lived in a big stone house 

with our parents, our aunt, and our paternal grandparents. 

Age during 

Holocaust 

11 years old – 16 years old at the end of WWII 

Pre-

Holocaust 

Situation 

Our house had two front rooms: a kitchen and a room where my brothers and I slept, two to a 

bed. There were bedrooms for my parents and grandparents and a small room for my sister. 

There was no electricity, no indoor plumbing, just an outhouse. We got water from the well 

across the street; we carried it home in buckets. There was no way to take a bath at home, so I 

would either go with my father to the mikveh, or to the big public bath in our town. My mother 

was always very busy taking care of us six children and cooking breakfast, lunch, and dinner 

every day. Friday afternoons were for making cholent. Our home had a big oven for heating the 

house and another for cooking. Friends would bring their big dishes of cholent and put them in 

our oven to cook. In the summertime, we would swim in the lakes. My grandmother would 

always give me a little money and I would go to the store across the street and buy a little piece 

of chocolate, one little piece. I would share it with the boy who lived next door.  

My father’s store was in our house. It was a specialty store that sold wine, whisky, beer, tobacco 

for pipes, and cigarettes, and other items that could not be bought in general stores. The store 

had benches and tables where people would sit and my father and aunt would serve them 

drinks. On Sundays, people would spend the day there drinking, singing, and playing cards. There 



 
Holocaust Memorial Miami Beach 

Holocaust Survivor Memoir Lesson Plan 
was even a billiard table. We had a lot of land. We had farmers working in our fields growing 

corn, wheat, and potatoes. They would make two piles of the crops they harvested. We would 

pick the pile we wanted and they would keep the other pile. We grew more food than our family 

could use, so we just gave it away. My mother would tell me, “Go to so and so’s house, knock on 

the door, give them the food, and leave.” That is how I learned to be how I am. 

Before the war, all the Jewish children went to public school with the Czech children. I never 

experienced any anti-Semitism. I never heard a bad word from the Czech people or the 

Christians - never.  

There were two synagogues in our town. One had an upstairs for the women. The second was 

more modern. We went to the more modern one. The ladies sat next to the men with a 

mehitzah down the middle. My father went to synagogue every morning and every night. He was 

observant, but he did not grow his beard. Friday night and Saturday morning, we all walked to 

synagogue. I grew up this way; I was used to it. I started cheder (Hebrew school) at age six. At six 

o’clock every morning I was at cheder doing the morning service. Then, at 7:30 I went home, had 

a bite, and went to public school from eight o’clock until three o’clock. At three o’clock I went 

home, had a bite, then went back to cheder until seven o’clock. We had to learn everything by 

heart. Each morning somebody had to lead the prayers without using a book. By the end of the 

year, we had to know certain things or we couldn’t go to the next room. I was beginning my 

fourth year when the war began and Hungary occupied Czechoslovakia. When the Czech school 

closed, we were sent to the Christian school. When the priests came to teach and asked if we 

wanted to stay for the lessons, we stayed. Nobody complained. When he started teaching about 

Moses and asking questions, the seven of us Jewish boys and girls put our hands up right away - 

of course we knew the answers! The priest’s son was my friend. In 1941 they closed the schools 

and that was the end of my schooling. Before the war I believed in God; in the camps, no! 

Holocaust 

Experience  

In 1939, a man and woman and their two children moved into half of our house and took over 

our store. The Hungarians just gave it to them. On December 21, 1941, the morning of my Bar 

Mitzvah, a train full of uniformed soldiers came into our town. They marched by the synagogue, 

singing in German. We hid under the chairs and tables until they passed. I started my part and all 

I heard from the congregation was schnell, schnell! Fast, Fast! That is all I kept hearing. I skipped 

a line; nobody corrected it. We rushed through the rest of the service without stopping. We ran 

home through the back streets, hiding from the soldiers. I didn’t chant in synagogue for the next 

twenty years. I wouldn’t even try.  

In 1941, my father was sent to a labor camp. He worked behind the lines carrying equipment and 

digging ditches, foxholes, where the soldiers could stand and shoot their guns. After a year they 

brought younger men to replace the older men, and my father was sent home. 
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One day, it was announced that anybody who had gold, silver, or foreign currency had to turn it 

in and anybody who didn’t would be shot. My mother gave her wedding ring and her necklace. 

My father gave his wedding ring and his pocket watch. The Hungarians and Germans went house 

to house and took all the valuables from every Jewish home. At our house they put a sheet on 

the floor, opened our cabinets, and took everything.  

People running from Poland were passing through our area trying to go to Ukraine and Russia. 

We would take people into our house. They told us stories of how the Nazis were treating the 

Jews, but we never heard anything about the camps. We knew people were being taken, but we 

did not know where. We thought they were being taken to work. That’s all. The couple who lived 

in half our house purposely put their radio by the back door so we could hear it. When the 

Jewish men gathered every day to talk, my father always had some news from the radio.  

One day, they announced that we had to wear a yellow star on our clothes. We made the stars at 

home from plain yellow fabric and sewed them on the left front side of our jackets. We wore 

them whenever we went outside.  

On the last night of Passover (April) 1944, just before we went to sleep, there was an 

announcement that at eight o’clock in the morning, we had to be ready to line up to go to the 

railroad station. That’s all. We had no idea what was going on, where we were going, or what 

for. The train was a regular train, not a cattle car. After about two hours we arrived at 

Beregszasz. When we got off the train, there was a table where they took our names and 

address. All the Jewish people from our town, plus from several other towns, were there. They 

first took us to a building that had been a brick factory, but there was no more room there, so 

they took us to a big farm that had once belonged to a Jew. They took the horses and the cows 

out of the barns and put us in. It was very crowded. My family slept on the floor on a blanket 

which we had brought from home. There were outhouses and a well with a pump for water... 

Our only food was coffee in the morning, some bread, and soup made from potatoes. My 

mother would cry because she couldn’t feed her children. There was roll call every day. We lined 

up, five in a row, and they counted us. We couldn’t do anything; there was no talk of resistance. 

We couldn’t get out; there were guards, 19 soldiers, police, everywhere. We were under the gun 

constantly. We were in the ghetto for a couple of months, when they told us we were being 

moved. We gathered up our stuff and walked to the train. This time it was not a regular 

passenger train, it was cattle cars. As we watched people being loaded onto the cars, we could 

see the soldiers locking the doors with big metal hooks. When our turn came, we climbed the 

steps onto the train. My whole family was able to stay together. They squeezed in as many 

people as they could. We knew most of the people in the car. They were from our town. They 

gave us two buckets, one was for water, the other was for a toilet. They closed the door and 

locked it shut. About two and a half days later the train stopped. We took one strong guy and put 
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another guy up on his shoulders to look out the little window. He read a sign, “Oświęcim,” 

[Auschwitz in Polish] so we knew we were in Poland. 

We were at Auschwitz II, Birkenau. My whole family lined up together. When our line came in 

front of Mengele, he looked first at my grandfather, my parents, my sister and my little brothers 

and sent them to the left. I was looking at them so I wasn’t watching when my older brothers 

started to walk to the right. Dr. Mengele must have signaled them to go to the right, but I didn’t 

see it. I didn’t know where to go; should I go with my brothers, should I go with my parents and 

the other children? My older brothers kept hollering, “Come on! We are leaving you! Come on!” 

I was standing there trying to decide where I was going when I noticed a guy coming with a hose 

to hit me. I started to run to the left past Mengele. When I saw an SS guy, I started to run to the 

right, to join my older brothers. I believe it was an angel who told me to go to the right. 

Once we passed Mengele, they took us to a room and took away all our clothes except our 

shoes. We went right into a shower. First, they checked us for lice, then cut our hair from all over 

our bodies. They gave us a cap, a shirt, and a pair of pants. Mine were too big for me but I was 

able to change with someone who had smaller ones. There were big numbers sewn onto the 

shirts.  Then - it was my luck - there was a Jewish man in charge of directing us to line up. He said 

to me in Yiddish, “How old are you?” I said I was fifteen. He said, “No, no! Don’t tell them fifteen; 

tell them seventeen. And stretch out, look tall. Pinch yourself.” So, when I got to my brothers, I 

stepped on their shoes so I would look taller. The first morning at Auschwitz we went out of the 

barracks and lined up for roll call. We asked, “Where are our parents, where are our brothers and 

our sister? When can we see them?” They told us, “You smell that smell? You see the smoke from 

that chimney? You have no parents anymore.” That is how we found out what happened to our 

family. Every morning and every night we lined up and they counted us. They would count us 

over and over. It was hours and hours of standing. People were being beaten. If you made one 

step out of line, they would hit you. People were dying. 

 

My brother Frank and I were taken by truck to Gross Rosen Concentration Camp where we 

worked digging the ground for the railroad tracks. At first, we got shovels, then we had picks. 

Later, I had to use a jackhammer. One day, I walked over to one of the guards and told him his 

leather boots were very dirty and I could make them nice and clean. He took me into his office in 

a trailer. He left me to clean the two pair of knee length boots. When he came back, he handed 

me a note, and said, “Walk down to the last barracks, give them this note and they will give you 

my lunch.” Every day for three or four months, I went to get his lunch. There was always a little 

left over for me. I made sure not a drop of that food was left in my dish. One morning I woke up 

with a fever. I didn’t want to go to the hospital. We called the hospital the death house because 

people who went there never came back. I collapsed! I woke up in the morning in a bed, which 
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was only boards  covered with a piece of cloth in the death house. I figured that was the end, 

right there. Then one morning the German guard came in with the camp commander. He yelled 

out at me in a very gruff voice, “Get out! I need you to work!” With that I grabbed my clothes ran 

out and he saved my life.  

 

When the Russians were starting to come close, the Nazis decided to march us west. We began 

walking day and night, for how long I don’t even know. I was with my brother, Frank. If we made 

one step out of line, they would hit us. People were falling and dying; if they couldn’t walk, they 

were shot. We were not allowed to turn around and look, but we heard the shooting very often. 

We got to a big farm and stayed there for a couple of days. In the morning, they put us in an 

open cattle car. I remember it was very cold. We ended up in Ebensee, Austria Concentration 

Camp, a sub-camp of Mauthausen. At Ebensee, we worked digging tunnels and loading the dirt 

onto trains. My job was to hook and unhook the train wagons. One day, when one train wagon 

did not stop on time, my hand got caught between the wagons. I didn’t say anything; I just kept 

working. I went to sleep that night and when I woke up in the morning; my arm was swollen and 

I couldn’t move it. They sent me to the hospital. There were three rooms in the hospital. People 

in the third room were there the longest, so they were dying. If they needed the room, they 

threw people out the window. We heard it - we heard them crying as they were thrown out the 

window. There was a large stack of bodies there waiting to go into the crematorium. We figured 

when we got to the third room, we had four or five days left to live. I was at the door ready to go 

into the third room. I couldn’t walk; I couldn’t lift my arms or my feet. 

When I woke up the morning of May 6, 1945, there were no Germans. People were shouting, 

“The gates are open! There are no Germans! It looks like tanks are coming.” I couldn’t walk. I was 

pulling myself with my fingers and pushing with one leg. It took us hours to get outside. The 

American tanks were there; soldiers were throwing candies. We were lying there on the ground 

and the tanks and infantry were coming. With them was a doctor. They picked me up and put me 

on a scale. I saw 40. So, I told everyone I weighed 40 kilos (88lbs). The rabbi explained it wasn’t 

kilos, it was pounds.  

 

Post-

Holocaust 

Life 

When I got home, no one was there. No one in my family came home. The first few days were 

unbearable, unbearable. A few people in my town survived. I was the youngest. I stayed in my 

old home with the couple who had taken our business and half our house. They gave me a room 

to sleep in, they fed me, and took care of me. They wanted me to go with them back to their 

home town, but it could take years to get permission papers and I didn’t want to wait. More and 

more Russian civilians started to arrive. Now the Russians were in control of the eastern parts of 
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Czechoslovakia including Slovakia and Carpathia. Their first announcement was, “As of this 

morning the State of Carpathia is no longer Czechoslovakia, Ukraine, or Hungary - it is now 

Russia.” 

I knew I had to leave right away. The western part (the Czech part) where Prague is located was 

liberated and controlled by the Czech people. I wanted to get to the Czech part.  I went to apply 

for a travel permit. Luckily, the officer was a local guy. I told him I wanted a permit to go to the 

next town. He asked why I wanted to go there, who I wanted to see, and what I wanted to talk 

about. I said I wanted to see my cousin. I came prepared. I had money with me. I took a bill in my 

hand and dropped it. He looked at it, looked around, didn’t see anybody, picked it up and put it 

in his pocket. I got my permit.  

When I got off the train there was a Russian officer who checked permission papers. I gave him 

my permit. He looked at it and he tore it up. He said, “Do you see that wagon there? You have 

thirty seconds to leave or you will go to Siberia for ten years.” I knew there would be no trial. I 

left in a hurry. Then I went outside and started to walk - crouched down. All of a sudden, dogs 

started barking and searchlights came on. I see them, they see me. “Stop! Put your hands up!” I 

put my hands up. Without saying a word, they came and grabbed me. I was charged with treason 

for crossing the border illegally while carrying Russian money. I was sure the officer was Jewish. I 

knew the Russians had liberated some camps so I figured he would know about the camps. He 

looked at me and said, “Go home. Go straight home. Don’t let me ever see you here again.” 

 

I continued planning to leave and finally I took a chance and went over the mountains into 

Slovakia with a female friend I found back in my village who wanted to leave, as well. We finally 

got to the furthest city in Slovakia. I had an uncle who lived in Prague. It was dangerous for us to 

be in Slovakia because we had no travel papers, we were not Slovak citizens, and the Slovaks 

were friendly with the Russians. I did not have a ticket, so wherever the conductor went, I went 

the other way. Later, one of the Slovakian girls gave me her ticket saying, “They know I was here, 

they may not know that you were here.” So, I put her ticket in my pocket. When we crossed the 

border into the Czech part, they changed conductors and we didn’t have to worry anymore. We 

were sitting there, all of us, when the conductor came by looked at us and said, “I think I know 

who you are.” I said, “I’m sure you do.” He didn’t bother with tickets.  

When we got off the train in Prague, the Red Cross gave us bread, jelly, and coffee. After 

extensive searches, I finally met someone who knew my uncle and led me to his house. One 

morning they announced they were going to take 600 people to England, I decided I would try to 

go with them. Everybody went to the synagogue and lined up five in a row. Three rows before 

me they had the 600 and they couldn’t take any more.  
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Then they announced, “Next Tuesday we are going to take only children, and no limit.” They 

didn’t say where they were going to take us. On Tuesday, 150 children showed up. We lined up 

and they put us on a train to Germany. There were four men and one woman who were our 

leaders. When we got close to Munich, they announced, “We are getting off the train. Please 

hold hands because we don’t want to lose anybody.” It was the beginning of December; it was 

dark and cold. There was snow. We held hands and we walked practically through the night.  

When they realized we were Jews, they went and got a rabbi who came and told the Americans 

to get us some soup. Then he arranged for a train to take us to Landsberg. Landsberg Displaced 

Persons Camp had once been a concentration camp. It now housed Jews from all over Europe.  

After a while they started sending people from Landsberg to Venezuela, Brazil, Canada, 

Australia... One day they chose twenty people to go to the United States. I was lucky to be one 

chosen. Even though I was chosen to go to the United States, I had a lot of trouble getting a visa. 

There was another Mermelstein who they had caught in a lie. They said they could not pass me 

unless I could prove I was not him by showing I was not from the town they had for him. I said, 

“If I go back to Carpathia you will never see me again - it’s Russia!” There was a woman from the 

American Red Cross who used to come every day to see the children and she got me the visa for 

the United States.  

 

USA/Cana

da 

We went by ship from Germany to New York. There was plenty of food on the trip; that was the 

main thing we cared about. HIAS (the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) came and asked if I had 

any family in the United States. I said I had an aunt and an uncle. They asked for their names, 

address, and telephone number. All I knew was my uncle’s name because it was the same as 

mine. After a while, on the dock in a waiting room, when almost everyone was gone, they took 

my name and announced it at the dock. A man came running back saying, “David Mermelstein, 

your aunt is waiting for you!” I stayed with my aunt in Brooklyn for a few months. I was glad 

when my uncle sent me a ticket to go live with him in Rhode Island. He had three children and I 

wanted to talk to them in English. I went to night school there, too. After a year I had an 

opportunity for a much better paying job in Passaic, NJ. I went there and met a former friend 

from my town who would visit his uncle in an old age home in the Bronx. I went with him one 

Sunday when he got a letter from his niece in London. In the letter there was a picture of her. It 

was Irene, the girl that I sought from the soup kitchen during the war. She came from London to 

the Bronx and I began courting her.  

Irene and I were married in the Bronx, New York, on December 2, 1950. I was 21, she was 19. 

After the wedding, they announced that one of the relatives had a hotel on the next block where 

we could go and sleep. In the morning we were snowed in. We were supposed to go on our 
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honeymoon to a tourist city in New Jersey, but no busses were running so we couldn’t go. An 

uncle from Miami who was at the wedding said, “Why don’t you come to Miami Beach for a 

honeymoon?” I said, “What is Miami Beach?” He said, “No snow!” They bought us plane tickets 

and we went. After three days on the beach at the Beacon Hotel on 7th Street, I said to Irene, 

“You call up your work, I’ll call up my work, I’ll call my cousin and tell him to go to my room and 

clean out everything - we are not going back!” Irene said okay. 

Irene and I have three children, three grandchildren and one great grandchild.  

Holocaust education became very important to me. When Florida passed a bill making Holocaust 

education mandatory in Florida, I was with the governor when he signed the bill at Century 

Village in front of a large group of Holocaust survivors. Right when I got home from the 

ceremony, there was a call for me to speak at a Catholic school in Miami. I told them I would 

definitely speak to their students, that Holocaust education was for everyone. I began speaking 

at every school, Synagogue, Church, or organization that invited me. Today I speak at as many as 

three schools every week. 

I began going on The March of the Living, an international program that brings Jewish high 

school students from around the world to view the death camps in Poland and then on to Israel.  

I have been involved with the Holocaust Memorial in Miami Beach since the very beginning. I 

am on the Board of Directors and I serve as a docent.  I am very active in Holocaust survivor 

organizations and activities.  

 

.  

 


