
Interview with a Holocaust survivor- Mr. Joseph Freeman

Mr. Joseph Freeman had a difficult life growing up. As he reaches the age of 90, the pain and suffering he endured remains on his mind. 

I was born in Poland in 1915, on the 25th of November. My eldest memory was when I was three years of age; they put me in a school, a religious school. I am Jewish and was in a religion school until the age of six. I already speak three languages. I can speak Jewish, Hebrew, and Polish. You see, my youth was very different. I never knew how to play with balls outside. Always from 7:30 in the morning to 8 o’clock, I was studying. Five and a half days a week. 

My father owned a tannery. My mother was a business lady. She would work when she came back from her business to care for the children. We’re talking about 85 years ago with no washing machine, no air conditioning, and stoves on coal. It was a hard job to be a lady of the house. The husband and wife both of them had to work and the children would stay at home and they would need help. But they work very hard to make a living, it wasn’t so easy you know, but they tried to do their best so they could give their children the possibility to go to college and give them and education. I have two brothers and a sister. I have two older brothers, both perished during the Holocaust. My sister was taken by the Germans in a time of liquidation to Treblinka, she perished and I never saw her again. My two brothers like I said had been killed, my father and my mother had been killed and I was the only survivor of two hundred members of a family. 
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I lived in a city of eighty or ninety thousand people and this city thirty-five thousand Jewish population. All of been killed or burned in the oven. Every passing hour every passing day somebody is gone. The youngest holocaust survivor is 75-76 years of age. The most educated part of this society in Europe have been the one who have been killing 6 million of our people Jewish people and millions and millions of others. They have been killing us because we have been their enemy number one. Most important, they have been trying to killing young children, the difference from the Holocaust from other events like this in history. Holocaust means total annihilation. The Germans kill our people, burn our books, and kill our children so no witnesses, because children are the tomorrow. Because of this wherever there is a liquidation of the ghetto they kill first the children. I by myself in 1942 when they liquidate our ghetto they throw the children from the 2nd and 3rd floor and they kept their guns on the parents while they killed the little ones. And then they’d gather a group of people and if a child started to cry they’d kill it. They have been killing human beings, it’s hard to understand why. What was our crime? We have been born Jewish, another race, another religion. For the Germans this is the first time a case in the history where government, the supreme power in Germany, approve. You know, they decimate and annihilate the Jewish people. The Jewish people couldn’t work outside the Jewish society. Germans put them in the ghettos. They throw out doctors of the hospitals and took owners from businesses, they took everything away. They didn’t only kill the people, they took their clothes, they took material things away, and after this they put them in the ovens and burned them alive. They used the ashes for fertilizer in Germany and they used it to grow vegetables. They took the people when they killed them and they killed the people and they pulled out their teeth. They ripped the rings from their fingers and if they couldn’t rip it off they cut off the fingers. You know they used different chemicals on the body.  At the end if somebody was alive they killed them and burned them in the oven so not to leave witnesses. 

We have been lucky that in 1945 Russian army advancing rapidly. In some places they left the bodies unburied, they took the skeletons from the remains. You know what they done? They researched, they used to kill some people, you know, clean up the skeletons and send them to universities. They can learn how a human body is built. Killing people alive, you know in Germany before the war, the German used to kill the crippled, you know, the sick people. They stop because the leaders of the church find out and they have been revolting. When they kill our people, the world was silent. Later on when they came, they came too late. When they liberate us, a few hundred thousand people was still alive, from six million. Broken, sick, pieces of rag. 

Remember I’m talking to you, but I’m crying inside. You know, I wrote so far four books. I wrote one book The Dead Man: The Road to Hell. This is a book, it’s not a book it’s a monument to the 720 inmates whom the German put on the road from the 5th of January to the 26th of April when I was liberated. 80% of them, 75% of them have been killed or died on the road. And now sixty years later I am here recalling the moment. I am crying inside because I see pictures. They killed them on the road. Sometimes they didn’t have time to bury them. They left them on the road and they used to step over them, our old friends. And we have to go we have to be going or be shot. You couldn’t imagine what they can do to human beings. They treat you like animal, you couldn’t think. 

You know, I was supposed to be a doctor in 1943. I survived the Holocaust because I was working in the death camp as a surgeon. They put me in charge of a hospital, they forced me. I learned something from the doctors working for them, how to take care of burns. I didn’t have anesthesia, I didn’t have bandages, I didn’t have tools surgeons used, cutting off legs and arms. You know, I didn’t have bandages. I have a fireplace on the side with pieces of steel, you know, iron, which I heated to cauterized the end to stop the bleeding. The German force me to prolong the pain on my fellow people. They have been dying in my hands. After one month in the hospital I couldn’t take anymore, I was going crazy. I couldn’t sleep I couldn’t eat. I am alive by a miracle. 

Poland is a cemetery for millions and millions of our people who have been killed by the Germans. You can’t image, 1946 Poland was the only country where they killing civilian people. Poland is a cemetery for us because wherever you go it reminds you of what happened. You lived here, you went to school, you went to college. In 1945 I came to my city and there was no more synagogue, no more school and the Polish people, the generation of yesterday, because today you have another generation born. 

You know, the Polish people didn’t like to admit they commit, you know, some atrocities. But two or three years ago come to find out, Polish people killed over a thousand you know, people who lived with them for hundreds of years and they claim that the Germans killed them. They killed them and they claim that the German killed them. But an historian went to find out witnesses and find out you know, proof. The Polish people killed the population of this little village. They apologized. Some from the older generation didn’t like it, but this is the reality you know, if not this, it is the majority of the Polish people collaborated with the Germans, they wouldn’t kill millions and millions. 

When Truman find out, he sent in army men, he sent some delegation from America…they couldn’t believe how are people have been dying. You know, at the beginning, when they open the gate, we have been sick and hungry, they gave us food. And they didn’t know how thousands and thousands of us have been dying. Later on they find out how to take care. When Truman sent the delegation they came back to separate us. I don’t know how I survive. I’m still going on living with memories for sixty years. Sometimes I’m still waking at night shaking because sometimes I’m dreaming. And when I talk about the road to Hell and when I remind you how I opened up people I can hear in my ear, inside voices, calling for help. With these kinds of memories I’m going on living.

Interviewed by Josh Kirkwood

