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1

One of the Few Who Survived

After two years I came to the Auschwitz headquarters building, 

where I worked as a seamstress in the sewing room for SS 

families. I worked 10–12 hours a day. I am one of the few 

who survived the hell of Auschwitz.  – Olga Kovácz1

A day like any other. 
By the light of two windows, a group of women in white 

headscarves sat sewing at long wooden tables, heads bent over 
garments, needles in, needles out. It was a basement room. The 
sky beyond the windows did not represent freedom. This was 
their refuge. 

They were surrounded by all the paraphernalia of a thriving 
fashion salon; all the tools of their trade. On the tables, coiling 
tape measures, scissors and bobbins of thread. Stacked nearby, 
bolts of every kind of fabric. Scattered around, fashion maga-
zines and the crisp tissue of dressmaking patterns. Next to the 
main workshop was a private fitting room for clients, all under 
the aegis of clever, capable Marta, who not long since had run 
her own successful salon in Bratislava. Supporting Marta was 
Borishka.

The seamstresses did not sew in silence. In a jumble of 
languages – Slovakian, German, Hungarian, French, Polish – 
they chatted about their work, their homes, their families . . . 
even joked among themselves. Most of them were young, after 
all, late teens, early twenties. The youngest was only fourteen. 
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corners, fields, forests and cityscapes. There is no foreboding 
of what will happen in the future. In time, memories and 
mementoes are all that remain of lost years. 

Irene Reichenberg as a child

One of the faces looking out from the past is that of Irene 
Reichenberg as a child, date unknown. Her features are pale 
among shadows; her clothes indistinct. Her cheeks are rounded 
from a hesitant smile, as if wary to show too much emotion.

Irene was born on 23 April 1922 in Bratislava, a beautiful 
Czechoslovakian city on the banks of the river Danube, barely 
an hour from Vienna. Irene’s birth came three years after a 
census that showed the city’s population was mainly an ethnic 
mix of Germans, Slovaks and Hungarians. Since 1918, all had 
come under the politcal control of the new Czechoslovakian 
state, but the Jewish community of nearly 15,000 was centred 
in one particular quarter of the city, a few minutes’ walk from 
the northern bank of the Danube. 

The hub of the Jewish quarter was the Judengasse, or 
Židovská ulica – Street of the Jews. Before 1840, Jews had been 
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delighted with it, and her friends on Židovská Street heard 
about this wonder. 

One of this special group of friends was a girl from an 
Orthodox Jewish family – Renée Ungar. Renée’s father was a 
rabbi and her mother a housewife. A year older than Irene, 
Renée was bold where Irene was quiet.5 A portrait of Renée 
from 1939 shows a calm and intelligent demeanour, off-set by 
two-tone pom-poms dangling from a Peter Pan collar. 

Renée Ungar in 1939

Ten years before this photo was taken, when Irene was seven 
years old, Irene gained a new playmate who would become a 
lifelong friend, and a brave companion during the most 
harrowing journey of her life. 

This was Bracha Berkovič.

We had good times there – Bracha Berkovič

Bracha was a country girl born in the village of Čepa, in the 
highlands of Carpathian Ruthenia. Away from core industrial 
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was not short of schools and colleges. The clothes worn for a 
1930 photograph at the neighbourhood Jewish Orthodox school 
show the pride families took in sending their children to school, 
even if this meant extra thrift at home. Since the posed picture 
is a special occasion, some girls wear white socks and shoes, 
in contrast to the sturdy leather boots that are more sensible 
for playtime. Many girls are in simple shift dresses, easy to sew 
and maintain; others have fancier frocks with a range of lace 
or starched collars. 

Jewish Orthodox elementary school photo, 1930. Bracha Berkovič 

standing second from the left, middle row.

The 1920s fashion for bobbed hair is obvious, as well as more 
traditional plaits. There was no school uniform for girls, so 
fashion could sometimes creep in. One year there was a craze 
for volant collars made of very fine fabrics that were pleated 
or flounced. Girls vied to wear the most volants at once. The 
victor was a girl named Perla, who attracted universal envy for 
many ruffles of delicate muslin. Happy days.

Lessons at the Jewish Orthodox elementary school were taught 
in German, a language that would have increasing dominance 
in Czechoslovakian life. At first Bracha floundered to fit in, 
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were originally from Mosonmagyaróvár, now part of Hungary. 
Her mother was Rósa Schneider; her father was Dezider Fuchs 
– known as Deszö in Hungarian. The Great War was still far 
from its death throes at Marta’s birth, on 1 June 1918. When 
Rósa and Dezider’s family moved to Pezinok, this village was 
close enough to Bratislava for Marta to attend a secondary 
school there, specialising in the arts.15 After she finished school 
Marta became a dressmaker, training with A. Fischgrundová 
between September 1932 and October 1934, after which she 
worked in Bratislava until deportation in 1942.

Marta Fuchs – standing third from right – at a family  

celebration 1934

On 8 July 1934, Marta’s grandparents, the Schneiders, celebrated 
their fiftieth wedding anniversary in Mosonmagyaróvár. Marta, 
with her parents and sisters, went to join the festivities. Close 
family gathered to be photographed in a shaded courtyard. 
Marta – third from the right, standing next to her sister Klárika 
– already showed her fashion flair with a happy bow at the front 
of her blouse. Marta’s face is smiling and relaxed; her warm, 
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oric in Germany inflamed existing antisemitic tensions in 
Czechoslovakia. Radio reports were increasingly bleak as the 
Nazis consolidated their power. The Prager Tagblatt newspaper 
kept everyone abreast of the latest international developments. 
How to react was a dilemma. 

Could Jewish families be complacent and hope the violence 
would remain sporadic? Was it overreacting to think of leaving 
the city to take refuge in less volatile rural surroundings? More 
extreme still, should they think of leaving Europe altogether, 
to undertake Aliyah – the journey to the land of Palestine? 

Irene and Bracha both joined Zionist youth groups. It was 
partly for fun and camaraderie; boys and girls could build friend-
ships or start tentative romances. Underlying the interactions was 
a deeper purpose: training to do kibbutz work. Bracha and Irene 
both belonged to the HaShomer HaTzair group – the ‘Young 
Guard’. Irene was also one of the kibbutz hopefuls with the left-
wing HaOgen group – ‘The Anchor’ – set to undertake the 
challenge of emigration to Palestine in 1938. The illness and 
untimely death of her mother in the same year, coupled with a 
lack of money for tickets, stopped her from carrying out the plan.

Bracha Berkovič, seated, second from left, with Mizrachi  
friends pre-war
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The One and Only Power

Fashion is the one and only power – the strongest of all  

– Traudl Junge, Hitler’s secretary, quoting Adolf Hitler1

Prague fashions from 1940, in Eva magazine.

The glamour of fashion and fabrics may seem far removed 
from politics; a frivolous contrast to the violence of war. What 
do dressmaking ateliers, or magazine spreads on Spring Style 
in Vogue, have to do with dark-suited men sitting around confer-
ence tables deciding the fate of nations, or battle-ready soldiers, 
or scheming secret police?
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The Nazis were well aware of the power of clothing to shape 
social identity and to emphasise power. They were also signifi-
cantly interested in the wealth of the European textile industry, 
an industry dominated by Jewish capital and Jewish talent. 

Clothes cover us all, of course. What we choose to wear, or 
what we’re permitted to wear, is far from haphazard. Cultures 
shape clothing choices. Money shapes the garment trade. 

Dressmakers crafted garments that contributed to fashion’s 
idealised world of catwalks, photoshoots and society gossip. In 
turn, dressmakers would be caught up in the policies of those 
who used fashion for their own brutal ends. 

Fürs Haus magazine cover, November 1934

The clothing industry has its roots at a local level. For young 
girls across twentieth-century Europe, picking up a needle and 
thread could be a hobby, but it was more likely to be a neces-
sity. Mending and making were considered core female tasks. 
Those skilled at thrift could turn the cuff or collar of a man’s 
shirt so that the frayed edge was hidden; they could darn 
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costumes drawing on antiquated styles alongside confident 
clothes, renowned for their tasteful elegance.

Fashionable hat style, Eva magazine, 1940

Anyone window shopping along Prague’s chic boulevards – care-
fully moving through crowds of pedestrians and across streets 
clogged with trams and cars – would be impressed with the 
artistic displays of the modern department stores. New designs 
were shown on stylised mannequins, or strung out in kinetic 
shapes. There were cascading racks of silk ties and printed scarves, 
hat stands with every kind of turban, trilby, bonnet, beret or 
pillbox. Handbags galore, with matching purses. More shoes than 
could be worn in a lifetime – leather, raffia, silk, cotton and cork. 

Prices were marked in eye-catching fonts on attractive cards. 
Bargain hunters felt their pulse race at the seasonal Sale signs. 
Shopping was an enjoyable leisure activity, perhaps including 
a spot of café culture and cake indulgence, but it was often 
based on good sense: most people in the mid-twentieth century 
owned fewer clothes, maintained them carefully, and acces-
sorised them for variety.

Savvy shoppers idled along the Graben, the German prom-
enade in Prague, which boasted Moric Schiller, a salon and fabric 
shop embellished with the honour: ‘By appointment to the Court’.
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Beach fashions from summer 1940, Eva magazine

Polished plaques in the most exclusive commercial streets gave 
the names of elite salons such as the haute couture house of 
Hana Podolská – famous for dressing film stars – or Zdeňka 
Fuchsová and Hedvika Viková, who had both worked for 
Podolská.2 Fashion was an arena where women could not only 
compete with men, but sometimes surpass them. Women 
worked at every level of couture. 

Prague’s lucrative fashion industry was supported by quality 
journalism and photography, published in magazines such as 
Pražská Móda (Prague Fashion), Vkus (Good Taste), Dámske 
akademické módní listy (Ladies Academy of Fashion Journal), 
and Eva. 

Eva magazine was a particularly sophisticated and enter-
taining read, aimed at younger Czech and Slovak-speaking 
women such as Marta Fuchs. Along with articles on fashion 
and domestic creativity, there was plenty of space given over 
to female achievements in the arts, in business and even in the 
arenas of flying and motorcycling.3 Featured models are not 
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Spring fashions in La Coquette French dressmaking  

magazine, undated

The closest Marta would come to French fashion would be 
from reading Czech journals drawing on French styles, such 
as Nové Pařížké Módy (New Paris Fashion), and Paris Elegance. 

Paris was the ultimate when it came to fashion. Although 
Prague was justly proud of its independent salons, there was 
still an incredible buzz of excitement when French couturier 
Paul Poiret put on an exhibition in the Czechoslovakian capital 
in 1924. Parisian ideas were spread in fashion journals, during 
fashion weeks, through clothing trade fairs and even via film 
costuming. 

During the inter-war years, dressmakers of all calibres world-
wide looked to Paris with admiration and envy. If possible, they 
travelled to Paris to get a feel for the season’s new modes and, 
with the right connections, to obtain a seat at one of the sump-
tuous couture catwalk shows; where haughty mannequins 
sauntered through salons with thick carpets and gilt mirrors, 
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treated as a dressmaker, rather than how she felt about the 
craft.

Being Jewish and Czechoslovakian in Germany presented 
plenty of challenges for Hunya. The problem was not gaining 
clients. Over five years she attracted a loyal customer base, 
dressing elite women of Leipzig – Jewish and Gentile – including 
the wife of the chief judge. The fundamental problem was being 
unable to advertise her salon, since she did not have a visa to 
work in Germany legally. After 1936, Hunya decided her situ-
ation had to change. She reluctantly quit the salon at her father’s 
apartment and began working for clients in their own homes. 
In addition to earning her own living, she had set herself the 
task of helping support her family back in Kežmarok, by regu-
larly sending them money.

A portrait from 1935 shows Hunya looking well-styled and 
strong minded, yet pensive. Her hair is set in fashionable waves, 
which could be created by clips or a permanent Marcel process. 
Neat and glossy, the waves frame an oval face. Her top is both 
modest and attractive – it looks to be a knitted blouse or dress 
with a crochet plastron, showing a pale slip underneath, fastened 
at the throat with a dainty satin bow. 

Hunya Storch, 1935
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Hollywood vamps were degrading for German women. Instead 
young women were encouraged to scorn high heels in favour 
of hiking boots, to have sun tans from outdoor work, not pale 
foundation powders.

Being fresh and appealing had one purpose only: to attract 
a healthy Aryan male in order to mate and make babies. Older 
women could be proud of their brood. Their clothes were to 
be plainer. Sensible. Respectable. Girdles were to control the 
spread of matronly figures, not to cup the buttocks or make 
bosoms provocatively pert. Propaganda about women’s roles 
and images in Germany was pervasive and relentless. 

Front cover of Mode und Heim magazine, Germany 1940

In 1933, German Jewish journalist Bella Fromm noted in her 
diary that Hitler had declared: ‘The Berlin women must become 
the best-dressed women in Europe. No more Paris models.’7 
That same year Dr Joseph Goebbels, Reich Minister of 
Enlightenment and Propaganda, put himself in charge of a 
‘Fashion House’, as Fromm termed it: the Deutsches Modeamt, 
or German Fashion Institute. Goebbels recognised the power 
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ADEFA label from a 1930s floral crepe day dress

ADEFA: an acronym for Arbeitsgemeinschaft deutsch-arischer 
Fabrikanten der Bekleidungsindustrie – Federation of German-
Aryan Manufacturers of the Clothing Industry. The word Aryan 
was inserted to emphasise precisely what was meant by 
‘German’: no Jews. ADEFA was nothing more than a bullying 
lobby group intended to push Jews – seen as competition – 
completely out of the market. ADEFA publicity sought to 
‘reassure’ German buyers – trade and public – that every single 
stage of a garment’s manufacture was untainted by Jewish 
hands.18

The ADEFA label was added to these ‘pure’ Aryan garments, 
sometimes with the acronym stylised as a Reich eagle, some-
times with full text and the addition of Deutsches Erzeugnis 
(German Product), so there could be no confusion about the 
exclusive correlation between Aryan and German.19 In commer-
cial and artistic terms, ADEFA was a failure. The clothes were 
nothing special. Design and distribution were weakened by the 
loss of Jewish talent and connections. ADEFA’s fashion shows 
were not well-attended, despite extensive advertising, which 
included a brusque ‘Heil Hitler’ after the promotional blurb. 
The main benefit to National Socialism was that it provided 
yet another level of legitimisation for the concept that Aryans 
could profit from Jews. 
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What Next, How to Continue?

Well, we stood there, several girls from the class, Jewish girls. 

We stood there on the street, and did not know what next, how 

to continue  – Irene Reichenberg1

Spring 1939. 
Fashion magazines anticipated lighter styles and brighter 

fabrics – rayon florals, chiffon scarves and hat veils.
The reality of March was far harsher. 
Hitler wore a long, double-breasted military coat for his visit 

to Prague on 18 March 1939, perfectly complemented by an 
entourage of marching Wehrmacht soldiers, light tanks and 
heavy guns. He inspected his new conquest from under the 
brim of a peaked cap. Storm clouds and rain cleared for a 
moody sky. The crowds of civilians who welcomed him into 
the subjugated territories of Bohemia and Moravia stretched 
gloved hands out in salute. A few faces under the hats and 
caps showed bewilderment. Four days before, on 14 March, 
the country of Czechoslovakia had been dissolved. On the same 
day Slovakia declared independence.

Anyone with access to a wireless could listen to Hitler’s 
speeches broadcast across the new Greater Germany. One 
young Czech girl remembers that the radio shook as Hitler 
screamed ‘Juden raus!’ and the family had to put their hands 
over their ears.2

‘Jews out!’ It had been an aim from the early days of the 
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NSDAP, following carefully planned stages of defining Jews, 
pushing them to emigrate, marking them as ‘other’, rendering 
them powerless and forcing them into poverty. These Nazi 
tactics would be adopted by almost every territory that came 
under the aegis of the Reich swastika. In tandem was an impetus 
to profit from Jews in whatever way possible.

Both processes would culminate in the travesty of a fashion 
salon in Auschwitz.

Fashion was far from Irene Reichenberg’s thoughts in spring 
1939.

Irene’s sister, fourteen-year-old Edith, had taken over the 
role of homemaker since their mother’s untimely death the year 
before. Home was no longer much of a haven. Anti-Jewish 
violence was swiftly legitimised in the new republic of Slovakia. 
Windows in Bratislava’s Jewish quarter were smashed. 
Threatening graffiti continued – taunts such as ‘Jewish pigs!’ 
and ‘Go to Palestine!’ 

Renée Ungar in Slovakia, 1938

Irene’s friend Renée had to escort her father, the rabbi, through 
the streets to the closest synagogue, since it was not safe for 
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coats. Both sisters had extra lessons with their father, who was 
deeply concerned about the deterioration of life for Jews in 
Slovakia, and desperate to find some way to protect his children. 
He made time to train his oldest son Emil as a tailor, since 
Emil was not permitted to continue with his regular education. 

Sisters Bracha and Katka Berkovič, pre-war

A photograph of Bracha and Katka from this time gives no 
hint of the hardship that had almost been normalised in daily 
life. Bracha embraces her sister and faces the camera with 
bright eyes and a nice smile. Katka seems a little more guarded, 
shyer. Both have glossy hair and lovely long plaits.

The girls befriended another young apprentice at the 
‘underground’ seamstress school. She was a Jewish girl named 
Rona Böszi. Rona had emigrated from Berlin to escape Nazi 
persecution. She was a wonderful friend, always ready to 
help the others when they got into difficulties with their 
sewing. 
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Alles verwenden nichts verschwenden 

– Everything used, nothing wasted19

On the home front it fell to women to make the best of things 
in reduced circumstances. The apron became the housewife’s 
uniform equivalent. Portrayed as cheerful and feminine in pattern 
books and women’s magazines – even when engineered from an 
old shirt or tablecloth – there was no getting away from the fact 
that an apron was fundamentally a protective garment, not a 
fashion item.20 Surviving aprons from wartime Germany are 
stained, patched and darned: evidence of their needfulness.21 
Propaganda could not hide the reality of hard work and shortages.

Aprons featured in a 1941 German sewing magazine,  

Deutches Moden Zeitung

Long before full military mobilisation, Germany had been 
diverting finance and material resources to accelerate rearma-
ment programmes, leaving scant supplies for civilians. Plunder 
and dispossession were meant to make up the shortfall. Even 
so, food rationing was first introduced in Germany in August 
1939, shortly before the invasion of Poland. 

Clothes rationing followed two months later, on 14 November. 
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Clothing coupons were backdated to the first of September and 
gave regular civilians one hundred points in their Reichskleiderkarte 
– clothes coupon book – for the year ahead. With a coat or suit 
costing sixty points, this did not leave much freedom for ward-
robe replenishing. Nazi women’s organisations laboured to 
persuade housewives to take advantage of the synthetic fabrics 
being churned out as replacements for scarcer natural fibres.

To ease pressure on factory production of mass-produced 
clothing, home visits from a tailor or dressmaker were encouraged, 
as long as they were not Jewish, of course. Various women’s groups 
offered training courses in core skills, including sewing. Women 
were also advised to remodel existing clothes and to make their 
own where possible, to avoid pressure on the ready-to-wear 
industry. Every scrap of fabric was to be saved, with nothing 
wasted. A general shortage of sewing silks and cottons meant 
pulling threads from fabric selvedge or reusing tacking threads.

Paper pattern detail from Deutches Moden Zeitung, 1941
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Sered’ created furniture, clothing and even toys. Shmuel’s work 
was of such high calibre that the camp guards adopted him as 
their own personal, unpaid, bootmaker. They provided equip-
ment and raw materials, then strutted in the camp and town 
in bespoke footwear. 

There were children imprisoned in the camps, with their own 
rudimentary schoolroom and occasional breaks for play. Irene’s 
youngest sister, fourteen-year-old Grete, who was disabled, was 
able to stay with her father in Sered’. Because of his protected 
status she was safe too – a miracle considering how people with 
disabilities were targeted by Nazi euthanasia programmes.26 

Photographs taken to document tailoring workshops in 
Slovakian camps show neatly dressed women and men bent 
over gleaming sewing machines. Their feet work the treadles, 
their hands guide the fabric, and yet their minds must be on 
loved ones left behind, and fears for the future.

When she parted from her father and sister Grete in 1941, 
Irene had no way of knowing she too would end up using her 
skills to survive, and for far more prestigious clients.

Nathan Volkmann, Hunya’s husband
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The making of fur coats is an art of its own, and should not be 

attempted by anyone but a furrier. But there are small articles of 

fur which the average needlewoman can manage 

– The Pictorial Guide to Modern Home Needlecraft

Fur fashions featured in Eva magazine 1940

Hunya did not have far to go for her first bout of forced labour. 
Along with other Jews as well as the non-Jewish spouses of 
so-called ‘mixed marriages’, she was ousted from her home 
and sent to a new Judenstelle, ‘Jewish area’, in Leipzig, where 
residents were allocated cramped quarters. She got a single 
room at the Carlebach school. It had been partly torched during 
Kristallnacht. The impressive stone entrance steps of the school 
no longer welcomed scholars and teachers, most of whom 
would be deported and murdered over the coming years.28 
Nathan addressed his letters to Hunya here. The letters became 
shorter and less optimistic as months passed. He was sent to 
Sachsenhausen concentration camp on 26 October 1939. It 
would not be his final destination.
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and the German Wehrmacht through forced labour in Waffen-SS 
workshops. 

Ravensbrück became something of a textile centre, because 
officials such as SS General Oswald Pohl, chief administrator 
of all SS industry, considered textiles to be female work.44 Pohl 
– future guest at the Höss residence in Auschwitz – was perfectly 
at ease with the use of slave labour. In 1941 he boasted, ‘The 
very fact of our cultural goals leads our companies down certain 
paths that a purely private businessman would never dare.’45 

Between 1940 and 1941 the SS founded businesses in 
Majdanek, Stuthoff . . . and Auschwitz, the new domain of 
Rudolf Höss.

Fur coats featured in the French Bon Marché shopping  

catalogue, winter 1939/40
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The Yellow Star

From September 1941, I wore the Jewish Star until my deport-

ation  – Herta Fuchs1

In the archives of Yad Vashem, there is a particular collection 
of faces: hundreds of identity cards of Holocaust victims from 
Slovakia. The faces are memorialised in black and white. Some 
are studio portraits with a neutral background and flattering 
lighting. Some are informal snapshots – a street scene, a back-
yard, a wall with windows. The photos are cropped into squares, 
many with pinking shears that have left wavy edges.

Unlike the idealised outfits depicted in contemporary 
fashion magazines, these ID cards have captured real people 
in everyday clothes – all ages, all body shapes. For the women, 
their individuality shows in the clothing details as well as the 
faces. A neatly buttoned collar, a twisted turban knot, cheerful 
plaid squares, pretty puffed sleeves. There are polka-dots, 
two-tone colour blocks, pleats, drapes, bows, cravats and 
chevrons. Tilt hats, sweaters, cardigans, coats, ornamental 
hankies in breast pockets. Hair is hidden, pulled back, piled 
high in a pompadour style, or tamed into pinned curls, rolls, 
waves and buns.

Half smiles, full beams, pensive looks.
Although each card shows a unique being, the stamp on the 

corner of every photograph is a reminder that to the fascist 
Slovak state they are not regular citizens: they are Jews. Unlike 
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Slovak Jewish communists, alongside a young Jew named Alfred 
‘Freddie’ Wetzler.3 

Käthe Kohn/Kohút née Reichenberg

New names and counterfeit cards were one way to attempt to 
avoid arrests and deportations. The ‘Irené Reichenberg’ of the 
ID card shared a name with Irene the dressmaker, but the 
similarities in handwriting are a coincidence.4 

Irene herself was living openly in the Jewish Quarter, along 
with many other Jewish families forced out of other areas in the 
city. Not only was Irene’s name and address now registered at 
the Jewish Centre, from September 1941 her Jewishness was 
made obvious by the compulsory wearing of the yellow Star of 
David on the left side of the chest. A few people had the courage 
to wear their star with pride. Others felt it was a humiliation. It 
was one more way of marking Jews out as different, as ‘other’. 

In Leipzig, dressmaker Hunya Volkmann thought of her 
yellow star as a mark of disgrace. She carried her handbag so 
it covered the star, despite harsh penalties for hiding it. When 
passing as ‘Aryan’, she had to remember to keep spare change 
for the tram handy, so she did not shift the bag to get at her 
money. 
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of work clothes, strong shoes and warm blankets, to a total of 
no more than forty kilos. It had been a bad winter with heavy 
snow, and March was still cold: overcoats were essential. 

New fashions for spring coats 1942, from the German  

fashion/dressmaking magazine Mode und Wäsche

Fashion magazines for spring 1942 show images of carefree, 
smiling women stepping out with belted waists, flared hems or 
fabulous ‘swag’ back pleating. This was entirely jarring with the 
reality for the Slovakian deportees, who dressed with trepida-
tion, adding woolly caps, scarves and gloves in anticipation of 
work in bad weather. Some girls layered up with extra clothing 
as a way of carrying it all. 

The luggage limit was enough to fill a backpack or small 
suitcase. Having suffered so much impoverishment under the 
fascist regime, there were plenty of girls and women who barely 
owned spare clothes to pack. 

Tucked among the change of underwear and clean stockings 
were mementoes from home and simple personal effects such 
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Bracha Berkovič could perhaps have risked hiding in plain 
sight to avoid the transports. Her looks were considered 
suitably ‘Aryan’, so she could pass as a Catholic Slovakian 
rather than a Jew. She was away from home when she heard 
about the deportations. ‘Home’ in March 1942 was actually 
quite far from Bratislava, because her family had been forcibly 
relocated to a small town near the northern border with 
Poland, less than a hundred miles south of Auschwitz, as it 
happened. 

The Berkovič family were among over 11,000 Jews evicted 
from their homes in Bratislava to make room for Aryans. 
Relocated to Liptovský Svätý Mikuláš they all shared a single 
room in the attic, with the bathroom several floors down. With 
no jobs, meagre food and all savings lost, it was a humiliating 
existence. 

March 1942 Bercovic family photograph. Bracha is standing, second 

from right; Katka is standing first from the left.

In early March, only two weeks before the transports, Bracha’s 
immediate family posed for a group photograph. For all the 
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in Paris was nicknamed ‘Galeries Lafayette’ after the famous 
department store. Shoppers could stroll the aisles admiring 
neat displays of dismantled lives. 

Furniture featured in the popular French shopping catalogue  

Bon Marché winter 1939/40, reminiscent of room sets of  

plundered goods set out for appropriation by new owners.

Here, groupings of bedroom furniture or dining room sets; 
there, a vast selection of dinner services, and prams, and 
toys, and pianos stacked on their sides to save space. Along 
racks of shelving could be found every type of silverware, 
glass goods, jewellery and ornaments. There were sewing 
machines, sewing boxes, haberdashery and darning kits. For 
those with literary tastes, empty bookcases . . . and a choice 
of books to fill them.25 

Other repositories resembled glorified thrift shops and jumble 
sales. Here everyday objects such as egg cups, cricket bats and 
lampshades were collected. Of no particular financial value, 
they were termed ramschlager or ‘junk’ items. Oddments of daily 
life; things found in bedside cabinets, at the back of drawers 
or from attic corners. They had not been junk to their rightful 
owners. Parisian dressmaker Marilou Colombain noted how 
‘shocked and demoralised’ the French were when the looting 
began.26 
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1941 atlas page showing German expansion into the  

former Czechoslovakia. At the bottom of the map,  

Bratislava is renamed Pressburg.

Every deportation of people to concentration camps and exter-
mination centres was precisely timetabled, down to the minute. 
All stations along the route had copies of these timetables. 
Long, long trains of freight wagons were a familiar sight. 
Sometimes there were cries for help or water from behind the 
wooden slats. Sometimes hands appeared at the single ventila-
tion hole criss-crossed with barbed wire. Sometimes notes were 
thrown from the train; sometimes corpses. 

For Jews and other enemies of the Nazi regime, all train 
routes converged on ominous destinations.
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The Customary Reception

The customary reception was waiting for us: lots of screaming 

and beatings  – Hunya Volkmann1

Bracha Berkovič  before deportation. Well-dressed, glossy hair,  

bright smile for the camera.

Bracha Berkovič was worried about her luggage. She had a 
suitcase in the cattle car, safeguarded all the way from Poprad, 
but they were shouting at her – Raus! Raus! – to jump down 
from the car. She could not reach her case and there were 
people everywhere, angry dogs on leashes, men in SS uniforms, 
and her sister Katka to watch.
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You Want to Stay Alive

All knew and recognised the conflicting emotion when your 

neighbour’s hand is the only thing on earth you can lean on 

and at the same time you want to stay alive, even if your 

friend is selected to die  – Hunya Volkmann1

Bracha was an optimist.
Even after months of trauma, she insisted on telling others 

– Irene, Katka, Renée – to keep going, to endure. ‘You’ll see,’ 
she said. ‘After the war we will all get together for coffee and 
pastries.’

Irene laughed at such a crazy idea. ‘The only way out of this 
place is through the chimney,’ she answered bitterly.

They all saw smoke rising from the crematorium just beyond 
their barracks in the main camp. Sometimes it blew over the 
roll call square in front of the camp kitchen, where they stood 
in rows for hours whatever the weather, to be counted until 
numbers tallied; sometimes it dropped feathery ashes into the 
garden of Hedwig Höss, the commandant’s wife, landing on 
the leaves, lawn and rose buds.

As for coffee and pastries, these were dreams of a vanished 
world. Back in Bratislava, the art nouveau Carlton coffee bar 
was one of the smartest places to meet up, with elegant clien-
tele, rich burgundy furnishings and gilded furniture. It could 
not have been any further from the current reality. For 
Auschwitz inmates morning ‘coffee’ was simply dark water, 
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transport were spared for labour. Some of these would end up 
in a Kanada kommando.25

During the whole selection process, men of the clean-up 
kommando were tossing luggage from the trains and gathering 
it into huge piles. Luggage took longer to process than people. 
Meanwhile, the locomotive engine driver would loiter nearby, 
finding something mechanical to tinker with until there was a 
chance to pilfer something for himself. No question the men 
on the railways understood the nature of their cargo’s final 
destination. SS men stood around with weapons ready, already 
counting down the minutes until they would get their bonus 
ration of vodka: one fifth of a litre for every transport.

Moritz Mädler luggage advertisement, in the German Die  

Dame magazine, 1939. Arrivals at Auschwitz brought every  

conceivable kind of luggage with them.
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There were times when Bracha managed to smuggle out 
cigarettes, which she shared with friends who used them for 
barter. Kanada created a crazy economy, where diamonds could 
be swapped for fresh water and silk stockings exchanged for 
quinine tablets.

Keeping items or ‘organising’ them for other prisoners was 
not considered theft among the inmates. Sharing with friends 
helped generosity flourish in defiance of the scarcity and 
barbarity the SS encouraged. Everyday objects found in pockets 
and purses were items of treasure to inmates. Handkerchiefs, 
soap and toothpaste were especially prized. Medicines were 
more precious than gold. 

Watches for sale in the Bon Marché shopping catalogue,  

winter 1939/40

One day Bracha came across an old pocket watch, and she was 
too tempted to resist. Having one’s own watch was a way of 
regaining a sense of time-keeping, independently of the shouts 
that signified roll call, reveille, or meal times. 

However, Kanada kommando workers were regularly searched 
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One rug-maker at Płaszów did wonder what had happened 
to all the people who had once worn the clothes she was turning 
into floor coverings.38 Workers at a slave labour factory in 
Grünberg, Germany had no illusions about the old clothes that 
were shredded and re-woven in the big spinning halls. They 
knew the daily deliveries of old clothes came from Auschwitz, 
and they knew this would be their final destination once they 
were too sick or broken to work any longer.39

Whether shoes that still held the shape of the wearer’s foot, 
or made-to-measure suits, or baby layettes embroidered with 
names and motifs, every single item sorted in Kanada was 
evidence of mass murder. Bracha, Irene, Katka and the others 
had to live with this knowledge. When a new Kanada complex 
opened in Birkenau in 1943, the workers became direct 
witnesses to the processing at the gas chambers. 

Some of the Kanada barracks in Birkenau, looking unusually  

orderly. Thousands of inmates laboured here to sort barrowfuls  

and truckloads of expropriated goods.
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So precious to the bearer, so worthless to the Nazis, photographs,  

letters and other personal memorabilia were burned as junk.  

This Berkovič family photograph from 1937 shows Bracha’s parents  

(seated, far left and right) her uncles (back row) and her  

grandparents (seated, centre.) All save one were murdered.

She knew it at once – her own familiar coat, left behind during 
the round-up for transportation. She took it and wore it once 
more, first painting a red stripe down the back to make it 
acceptable as prisoner gear. Also on the pile to be sorted was 
a coat belonging to Bracha; a memento of the time before 
Auschwitz. 

Katka knew exactly what finding the coats meant: their 
mother and father were dead. Preparing for their own deport-
ation, Karolina and Salomon most likely packed their daughters’ 
coats thinking to deliver them on arrival. Instead, they had been 
dragged off to Lublin in June 1942 and murdered soon after-
wards – probably in Majdanek extermination centre – after 
which their belongings were transported to Auschwitz for 
sorting.

There was no time for Katka to process the tragic implications 
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I Want to Live Here Till I Die

Hier will ich leben und sterben – I want to live here till I die 

– Hedwig Höss1

Marta Fuchs, brilliant dressmaker from Bratislava, sat on a 
swing in the commandant’s garden.

Around her, roses climbed up wooden trellises. Bees hummed 
around the bright clumps of bedding plants, making honey in 
the garden’s hive. Young trees spread their leaves. They had not 
yet grown high enough to hide the view of barrack roofs beyond 
the high garden wall. Hedwig Höss’s artist brother Fritz loved 
to come out early to paint flowers in the morning light.

The same sky spread over Marta on the swing and Marta’s 
friends back in the camp. If they looked up, they would see 
the same clouds and the same sun, yet they were two utterly 
different worlds.

Hedwig called her garden paradise. 
Crazy paving paths invited you to wander under shady 

pergolas, around an ornamental pond, alongside a superb 
glasshouse and down to a cool stone pavilion with two plush 
green sofas, a rug on the parquet floor and a cosy stove when 
needed.2 Relaxing on much-appreciated days off, the camp 
commandant joined his family for al fresco meals around an 
elegant picnic table with matching benches, covered with a 
lovely blue cloth. 
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Early 1940s gardening outfits from the German  

dressmaking magazine Mode und Wäsche.

When they picked fruit from the garden, Hedwig was said to 
remind the children to ‘wash the strawberries well, because of 
the ash’.3 Auschwitz 1 crematorium was just over the wall, after 
all.

Not so many years before, young Hedwig and Rudolf had 
dreamed of family life in the country, through the enterprises 
of the Artaman organisation. Heinrich Himmler had shared 
their Artaman farming fantasy. Now the married couple 
presided over a realisation of the dream, with vegetable plots 
in their villa’s garden, and, more significantly, the establishment 
of vast agricultural sub-camps in the Auschwitz zone of interest, 
including the appropriated village of Rajsko. 

It was a dream made possible by slave labour. Hedwig’s 
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chairs, briefcases, handbags, suitcases and shoes; also sparkling 
chandeliers, and toys for the children.19 Hedwig signed chits 
for delivery of ready-made plunder including tablecloths, towels, 
little dresses and a used grey wool Bavarian waistcoat. The 
waistcoat was for Hans-Jürgen.20 

German knitting patterns for children’s wear. Hedwig was persuaded 

by her Jewish hairdresser Manci that she should acquire an inmate to 

knit for the children, and so another woman got a protected position.

The clothes Hedwig acquired from Auschwitz plunder were 
then delivered to the attic sewing room for alterations. Family 
tradition has it that she had the buttons removed from these 
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clothes and replaced, because of a distaste for fingering fasten-
ings that Jewish hands had touched.21

Marta was not the first or only seamstress to work for Hedwig. 
She would, however, be the most influential and the one who 
lasted longest.

One of Hedwig’s close friends was Mia Weiseborn. Mia was 
married to a camp guard. She was a very talented seamstress 
and produced some exquisite goldwork embroidery for Hedwig: 
the Höss family heraldry on purple silk. For everyday sewing, 
Hedwig hired a local Polish seamstress, 32-year-old Janina 
Szczurek. Janina had no choice but to present herself at the 
house on Legiónow Street. Being understandably afraid of the 
Nazi occupiers, Janina took one of her apprentices for support, 
a woman named Bronka Urbańczyk. 

Girls’ school outfits, featured in a 1944 edition of the German  

sewing magazine Mode Für Alles – ‘Fashion For All’
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Only a tiny number of SS members did not enrich themselves in 

the places of destruction  – Hermann Langbein28

Höss family portrait, 1943

A family portrait was taken to celebrate the birth of baby 
Annegrete Höss in November 1943. Annegrete’s birth certificate 
has ‘Auschwitz’ as Place of Birth. In the photograph, Rudolf 
and Klaus are in SS uniforms. Püppi and Kindi have identical 
smocked dresses with puffed sleeves. Hedwig wears a stylish 
afternoon dress with white polka-dots and piping. Viewed through 
the filter of Nazi ideology, they are the Aryan family incarnate.

The camera used to take the picture was a gift from ‘Uncle 
Heini’, Heinrich Himmler. The uniforms were made by slave 
labour. The civilian clothes were most likely made from stolen 
cloth, or altered from the belongings of murdered deportees.
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Out of Ten Thousand Women

Out of the ten thousand women in Birkenau, there were def -

initely at least five hundred good seamstresses, but if they didn’t 

have any contacts, they didn’t have any luck – Bracha Berkovič

‘Your number’s up’ – an expression easily used in everyday 
conversation.

For a prisoner in the concentration camp system, being 
singled out by number could be the final step before the end. 
One day in early summer 1943, Irene Reichenberg’s number 
was called – 2786.

Standing out from the crowd usually meant trouble at the 
best of times, far better not to draw the attention of the SS 
guards, yet Irene heard her number and stepped forward, 
expecting the worst. What did she care about her fate? She was 
still mourning the deaths of her three sisters, Frieda, Jolli and 
Edith; still courting the idea of death as an escape.

Irene was sent to the Birkenau administration offices, situated 
alongside the now-infamous brick entrance to the camp. Here 
she was stripped, assessed by doctors and asked, ‘What is your 
profession?’

‘Dressmaker,’ she replied.
This simple answer saved her life, and her sanity.
Irene had been chosen to join a select group of seamstresses 

in the new fashion salon established in Auschwitz by Hedwig 
Höss. It was called the Obere Nähstube, or Upper Tailoring 
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Studio. Irene had been picked not because she was the most 
skilled, or most experienced in her field, but because she was 
related by marriage to the salon’s superb new kapo, Marta 
Fuchs. (Irene’s brother Laci had married Marta’s sister 
Turulka.) Marta told the SS woman in charge of the salon – 
SS Rapportführerin Ruppert – that there were too many orders 
for clothes and not enough workers.

Autumn suit fashions in Mode Für Alle, 1944

‘Have you got anyone in mind?’ Ruppert wanted to know.
‘Yes. Reichenberg, Irene, number 2786.’
Once safely at the workshop, Irene began to pester Marta: 

‘Listen, I have a good friend – Berkovič, Bracha, number 4245. 
She’s wonderful – could you request her too?’

Marta did not take much persuading. Two months after Irene 
arrived, Bracha was welcomed to the salon. She promptly 
announced, ‘I have a sister . . .’

Two weeks later Katka Berkovič, number 4246, was summoned 
to sew as the new specialist in coats and suits. 
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to 5 Liptovská Street in Bratislava to thank Dezider Neumann 
for sending two cheeses, chocolate, bacon, sausage, tomatoes, 
preserves, cream and almonds: a feast!13

Marta herself wrote to her family in hiding, expressing grati-
tude for food parcels – especially bacon and lemons – as well 
as sending ‘millions of kisses’ to her loved ones.14 The stamp 
on the postcard featured Adolf Hitler’s profile, of course. 

Detail of postcard from Marta Fuchs, 3 March 1944

The most obvious difference between Stabsgebäude workers 
and Birkenau inmates was something Hunya experienced first-
hand – their appearance. The transition from low-status clothes 
to better outfits made a powerful impression on all the women 
lucky enough to be selected. However, it also disturbed the 
well-established Nazi theatrics of guards who looked powerful 
and prisoners who looked like vermin. To maintain the distinc-
tion between ‘superhumans’ and ‘subhumans’, Stabsgebäude 
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Herta Fuchs from Trnava in Slovakia was not a top notch 
dressmaker either, but she was Marta’s cousin, and a bonus 
in the workroom because she was always smiling and pleasant. 

Other seamstresses included two Polish girls called Ester 
and Cili; also Ella Braun, Alice Strauss, Lenci Warman and 
Hélène Kaufman, and possibly a German woman named 
Ruth. Details about their lives and fates are still tantalisingly 
incomplete. 

Then there were the non-Jewish communist prisoners, 
Frenchwomen Alida Delasalle and Marilou Colombain. Alida, 
being older, was something of a mother-figure to the young 
girls. She rallied round her compatriot when Marilou was 
despondent.

Alida Delasalle, photographed after her January 1943 arrival and 

processing. Pol.F. signifies Political prisoner, French. The image was  

taken at the camp Erkennungsdienst identification department. Later  

in 1943 photography was stopped; there were too many inmates to  

process. Many plates were destroyed during the evacuation of  

the camp; about thirty thousand survived.

The two most senior inmate-staff in the salon were undoubtedly 
the most talented, and they were both cutters. There was 
Borishka Zobel from Poprad in northern Slovakia, incredibly 
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Elegant dresses featured in dressmaking magazine Les Patrons 

Universels, 1943

Although Ruppert generally followed SS regulations, it was in 
her interest to treat the dressmakers well, because they sewed 
for her on the side, all for free. Ruppert’s room was just along 
from the salon. She brought her mending to the seamstresses 
and gave them no trouble. There were mutterings from other 
SS women that Ruppert was too nice, that her position was 
too cushy, and so she was eventually transferred to Birkenau. 

The Stabsgebäude women begged her not to leave, because 
she seemed to have a good heart. Once in Birkenau, Ruppert’s 
behaviour deteriorated to match the environment. She is 
remembered as bullying and brutal by Hungarian survivors of 
sector B-11b. Ruppert was replaced in the Upper Tailoring 
Studio by a Polish Volksdeutche woman, heavy-set and slow. 
The dressmakers did not sew for her.
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Unlike domestic sewers, the dressmakers of the Upper Tailoring 
Studio were under no pressure to conform to austerity measures 
that affected war-weary civilians worldwide. There would be no 
re-purposing of old sacks or socks or parachutes to create new 
garments; no reusing of tacking threads as spools ran low. 
Kanada’s bounty supplied fabric yardage and every kind of 
dressmaking notion required – buttons, embroidery silks, scissors, 
zips, press-studs, shoulder pads and tape measures. Every single 
object had once belonged to another tailor or dressmaker. 

Even the sewing machines – made by companies such as 
Singer, Pfaff and Frister & Rossmann – had been confiscated. 
There was so much workshop content in Auschwitz, it was 
actually insured by a consortium of German insurance 
compan ies, including Allianz and Viktoria, who apparently had 
no qualms about indirectly supporting concentration camp 
exploitation and forced labour.21

The fact that the Upper Tailoring Studio was superbly 
outfitted with modern equipment was corroborated by another 
Jewish dressmaker, Rezina Apfelbaum.

Rezina Apfelbaum, pre-war, in a dress of her own making
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Nightgown and lingerie designs from Les Patrons Universels, 1943.

Popular designs for the war years were day dresses that swished 
just below the knee, short-sleeved knitwear with lacy patterning, 
lingerie cut on the bias so it skimmed the body’s curves, and 
elegant two-piece suits known as ‘costumes’. Nightgowns and 
evening gowns were long. For evening, the SS women had no 
need to worry about keeping warm while wearing flimsy fabrics 
with low décolletages: they had requisitioned fur stoles and coats. 

In addition to custom-made clothes, Hunya, Irene, Bracha 
and the others were put to altering high-quality clothes that 
had been picked out from the general piles of goods in Kanada, 
making them a good fit for their new wearers. There is no 
record now of which international haute couture labels were 
seen in the Kanada warehouses. Chanel, Lanvin, Worth, 
Molyneux . . . all were coveted names in the pre-war fashion 
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Solidarity and Support

Our daily life was focused on solidarity and support for those 

who suffered more than us  – Alida Delasalle1

Marta Fuchs had a plan.
Needles in, needles out, the women of the Upper Tailoring 

Studio sewed.
Marta had a visitor, another prisoner. The dressmakers did 

not know his name or see his number. She spoke with him in 
low tones, and then he was gone, on to his next point of contact. 

Needles in, needles out, the weeks and months passed.
Across the Auschwitz zone of interest, prisoners and civilians 

created clandestine networks intended to defy the SS regime. 
Secrecy was essential for most acts of resistance, so information 
on resistance movements is inevitably sketchy. Record-keeping 
was close to impossible, survival rates were precarious, and 
those in the underground were often reluctant to discuss their 
work even after the war. Marta took many secrets to the grave. 

However, under her aegis, the Auschwitz dressmaking salon 
became a refuge, saving seamstresses and non-sewers alike. 
Marta’s wider involvement in resistance runs like silvery threads 
through the murky weave of Auschwitz life.

Resistance of any kind took courage in the concentration 
camp universe. Death was a common punishment if caught. 
Resistance also took many forms. It ranged from spontaneous 
acts of revolt to quiet gestures of generosity and solidarity. It 
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Postcard from Marta Fuchs, sent 3 March 1944,  

stamped 6 April, with Herta’s pencil note

Messages received in camp have not survived. They could not 
be cherished as mementoes of loved ones; all incriminating 
paper had to be torn up and flushed away or burned. 

Hunya could not correspond with her parents, who had 
escaped to Palestine. She was not to know that every Monday 
and Thursday they maintained a fast and gave special prayers 
for ‘their daughter in trouble’.21

We were convinced we would never get out of that hell, and we 

wanted the world to know everything some day – Věra Foltýnová22

After the war, SS nurse Maria Stromberger testified that she 
felt her help had been minute, but in fact this help meant the 
whole world to those on the receiving end. Twice she was 
denounced for her resistance involvement. The second time 
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women were more determined than ever to resist their perse-
cution and survive to the bitter end so that they could bear 
witness. Bracha was struck by Mala’s last message to them – 
‘Run away, you may be luckier than me and get away . . .’38

That September, when bombs started falling, it seemed there 
might be a chance.

Photograph taken 11 a.m. on 23 August 1944, discovered in the Aerial 

Reconnaissance Archives at Keele University, showing the thirty 

Kanada huts of Birkenau and crematoria IV and V

Allied planes had been flying reconnaissance missions over  
the Auschwitz area since May that year, photographing the 
I.G. Farben industrial plant at nearby Auschwitz-Monowitz. 
The Allies aimed to obliterate German armaments production, 
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The Air Smells Like  
Burning Paper

The air smells like burning paper rather than burning flesh 

– Rena Kornreich1

The dressmakers sewed, but the rest of the Stabsgebäude was 
in turmoil. 

Admin workers hurried down the building corridors with 
armfuls of ledgers and boxes of files. Lists, indexes, registers 
. . . any scrap of evidence about executions was to be destroyed, 
by order of Rudolf Höss. Höss, in turn, was under orders from 
Himmler to ensure there was no incriminating evidence of the 
scale of mass murder. All the records so methodically created 
– names, numbers, dates, deaths – they were all to go up in 
flames, like the corpses of those they recorded.

The volume of papers soon smothered office fireplaces, so 
bonfires were built outside the admin block. There were many 
such fires around the whole camp complex, for work records, 
hospital records, plunder records. If they were burned, it was as 
if the crimes had never been committed. Somewhere in the chaos, 
the secret order book of the Upper Tailoring Studio was lost. 
Burned or buried in archives, it has not been seen since; the 
identities of the clients it recorded are not now known. Marta 
never told.

Bureaucracy attempted to function even amid the confusion. 
On 8 January 1945, the SS Central Administration at the 
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homeward journey walking and hitching rides on carts until 
they reached a railway station. Auschwitz tattoos were their tickets 
to ride. The trains were jammed with displaced people, including 
many camp survivors. They wore a jumbled assortment of outfits 
including camp stripes, stolen civvies and oddments of military 
uniform. At every stop peasant women in shawls and head-
scarves came to sell eggs or potatoes. No one had money, but 
a lucky few bartered bits of fabric, stockings or socks. 

All items of clothing were precious, making Europe a frantic 
marketplace of buying, selling, bartering and looting. Near 
Frankfurt, one abandoned German goods train full of plunder 
from France and Belgium was quickly hollowed out by 
exuberant foreign forced labourers and German civilians, who 
wept at the sight of endless hats, skirts and fabric bolts. 
American military police looked on, saying, ‘Let them have a 
good time.’35 

Post-war portrait of Bracha Berkovič

Bratislava became a hub for returning Slovakian Jews, as well 
as a transit point for Jewish refugees from Hungary, Romania 
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new styles launched by Christian Dior in post-war Paris. New 
fashion magazines printed inspirational new designs. 

Of course, a good salon needed good seamstresses. To staff 
Salon Marta, Marta could call on the skills of her friends from 
the camp. Hunya travelled to Prague from Kežmarok. Manci 
Birnbaum, another veteran of the Upper Tailoring Studio, also 
came. And so, in turn, Bracha Berkovič took the train from 
Bratislava.

Marta’s post-war work card with details of Salon Marta

Journeys often meant poignant reminders of happier times 
pre-war and also of lost lives. Sometimes there were chance 
meetings. On one occasion Bracha was travelling by bus in 
Bratislava when she saw someone she recognised. 

‘Are you Borishka?’ Bracha asked, hoping against hope that 
Borishka Zobel from the Auschwitz salon had somehow 
survived being shot with Baba, Ella and Lulu. 

‘No, I’m her sister,’ came the reply. ‘Do you know what 
happened to her?’44

On her journey to work for Marta in Prague, in June 1945, 
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Bracha wore a blue dress and white blouse, and a wedding ring 
borrowed from Leo’s sister. Her only wedding present was a 
tablecloth. She was now Mrs Kohút.

Leo persuaded Bracha to have her inked-on Auschwitz 
number removed, saying, ‘Why should everyone know your life 
story because of the tattoo?’ 

Bracha and Leo Kohút in the early 1950s, with sons Tom and Emil. 

She stitched her blouse and the children’s clothes herself.

The scar tattoo-removal left on her left arm was nothing 
compared to the scars on her psyche. There were no parents, 
no grandparents at her wedding; no mother to help her through 
the birth of her sons in 1947 and 1951. The oldest son was 
Tomas. Bracha named her second son Emil, after her brother 
murdered in Majdanek. She continued to sew to make ends 
meet, and to clothe her family, until Leo said she should quit 
this manual labour for work in publishing, and here she thrived, 
finding an outlet for her intelligence and organisation. 
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After food, clothing is the most important of life’s necessities 

– Žena a Móda magazine (Woman and Fashion), August 1949

Wedding of Marta Fuchs and Ladislav Minárik

Between September 1945 and December 1946, Marta was 
manager of Salón Marta in Prague.48 After the war she had 
changed her surname from Fuchs – Fuchsová in its female 
form – to Fullová, after L’udovít Fulla from Bratislava, one of 
Slovakia’s most talented artists. This action reaffirmed her love 
of the arts, and also made a break with the past. Her name 
would change again with marriage. 

Marta already had connections with her husband-to-be, 
thanks to Kanada contact with Rudolf Vrba. As soon as 
possible after his escape from Auschwitz, Vrba had joined 
mountain guerrilla fighters in the Slovakian hills. He ended 
up sharing tent space with a partisan doctor named Ladislav 
Minárik. (Ladislav was also friends with another Auschwitz 
escapee, Arnošt Rosin.) Ladislav took care of injured comrades.
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Renée Adler, née Ungar, with her husband and oldest son, in Israel

Irene herself came to Israel, though far later than Renée, and 
via a very lengthy sojourn in Germany. She married quite late, 
in 1956, to another survivor. By coincidence her husband, 
Ludwig Katz, had also worked in the Kanada warehouses of 
Auschwitz-Birkenau. While hauling suitcases at the plunder 
huts, Ludwig witnessed endless tragic scenes as columns of 
Jews lined up for the gas chamber. Aged only seventeen when 
deported, he had endured a great deal of suffering, and had 
also meted it out in his role as kapo, appreciating and abusing 
the power it gave him. After the war Ludwig was paranoid he 
would be denounced. Irene, carrying trauma of her own, called 
her marriage ‘a second Auschwitz’. Ludwig simply could not 
contain the after-effects of the trauma he had witnessed, or 
the guilt from violence he had meted out as a kapo in the 
camp. Depression and ill health became unbearable and he 
tragically committed suicide in 1978. 
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Post-war portrait of Irene Reichenberg

Irene moved to Israel. Her son Pavel grew up remembering 
visits from Auschwitz escapee Alfred Wetzler and, of course, 
from Irene’s dressmaker friends.50

Bracha’s sister Katka married at a detention camp on the 
island of Cyprus, hundreds of miles from her home town and 
separated from what was left of her family. Katka had decided 
to settle in Palestine. When she embarked for emigration, the 
British Mandate still controlled the country, allowing only 
minimal numbers of immigrants and patrolling the Mediterranean 
to stop illegal entries. Katka’s non-lawful ship was capsized by 
one of these British patrols. 

Behind barbed wire on Cyprus, Katka once again turned to 
sewing to earn a subsistence, this time cunningly making clothes 
out of British tent fabric and selling them to other internees. 
Her marriage was a sort of carpe diem affair. Her husband, 
Josef Landsman, was called for military service as soon as they 
legally arrived in the new state of Israel in 1948, and the marriage 
did not survive. Her next marriage to Josef Lahrian gave her 
the great joy of a daughter – Irit. Her third and final marriage 
was where she finally found happiness. 
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They Want Us to Be Normal? 

And they want us to be normal? – Hunya Volkmann-Hecht1

Mrs Bracha Kohút, née Berkovič, stops speaking for a moment. 
I wait. The house in California is still.

Of all the objects around us – flower bouquets, Slovakian 
embroideries, books and ceramics – it is the photograph on 
the coffee table that constantly draws her attention: an enlarged, 
colourised portrait of her family in 1942, taken shortly before 
her deportation to Auschwitz. Now this image is a focus for 
her memories. I too am held by their gazes; people I have never 
known and can never meet. I look at Katka and Bracha in the 
photograph, then at the Bracha who sits beside me, running 
her fine fingers along the seams of her slacks.2

Only two years short of reaching 100 when I first meet her, 
Bracha is still independent and very bright, despite the inev-
itable fragility of old age. Now widowed after a long happy 
marriage with Leo Kohút, she cooks for herself and for her 
visitors. I am invited to a small kitchen, where she serves deli-
cious rissoles, creamed spinach and cauliflower soup. She 
prepares kosher chicken and matzo balls, just as she was taught 
at home in Slovakia so many decades before. Her movements 
in the kitchen are long practised. They remind me of my 
grandmother, who cooked and baked every day of her adult 
life.

Bracha eats in silence, with concentration. I cannot help 
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Photograph of Raya Kagan with a fabulous up-do, found among 

Marta’s personal papers. An inscription on the back reads: ‘A ma 

chère Marta, en souvenir de notre rencontre, Raïa, Prague, 

3.VII.47’ – To my dear Marta, in memory of our meeting

In 1961, witness after witness took the stand to testify for the 
prosecution. Their words were translated, transcribed and tele-
vised. They were heard and seen and believed. Raya Kagan, 
one of Marta’s friends from the Stabsgebäude, who also gave 
language and literature lessons to other young women there, 
spoke eloquently about her experiences at Auschwitz. Marta 
remained silent. Political and cultural shifts led to more judicial 
appetite for Nazi war crimes prosecutions. Further trials against 
Auschwitz perpetrators were held in Germany between 1963 
and 1965. In the dock, defendants without the impact of their 
SS uniforms no longer looked powerful or superhuman. 

Among those required to testify in the 1960s was none other 
than Hedwig Höss. She had spent the intervening years lamenting 
her losses to friends from the Nazi glory days: no more luxury, 
power, status or servants. Hedwig was photographed arriving 
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answers were not collected or published. The task of answering 
the questions would fall to me, and it has been a great honour 
to continue Dr Shelley’s work in this respect.

Perhaps the most remarkable element of Dr Shelley’s archives 
is the overwhelming evidence of friendship among the corres­
pondence. Alliances formed in childhood, on the transports, in 
Birkenau and the Stabsgebäude are as strong and loyal as ever 
decades later, and they come to encompass spouses, children 
and grandchildren. 

In Dr Shelley’s 191 survey, question 61 required a response 
to the following statement:

‘The mutual friendship and trust of two persons was the 
basic unit for survival in camp.’

Hunya marked Strongly Agree on her survey.

Sisters Bracha and Katka before the war, and again  

in their eighties, recreating the pre-war pose
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Detail of the shoe exhibit in the Auschwitz State Museum.

With the opening of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 
a select few clothes and a mountain of footwear were carefully 
set on display, poignant reminders of the human bodies who 
had once worn them. The empty slippers, dance shoes, galoshes, 
sandals and boots need no words. The leather slowly rots; the 
silk, cotton, cork and linen collapse and decay.28 

Clothes and shoes displayed at Auschwitz were stitched by 
unnamed hands, almost all dead now by murder or a natural 
ending. What of the fashions made in the Upper Tailoring Studio?

Dressmakers_9780063030930_93_dix36803.pdf   321 of 400   07/16/21



38

 They Want Us to Be Normal? 315

covers and door-handle protectors so that nothing would bash 
on the plaster or paintwork. One of the tapestry pictures is 
visible in the background of Katka’s video testimony for the 
Shoah Foundation. In the testimony Katka’s voice has a lilt as 
soft as the neat blouse she wears. She frequently pauses to say, 
‘How shall I explain . . . ?’ 

Words are not sufficient.

Irene’s sewing box

While I was in Israel, Irene’s son Pavel invited me to his home, 
filled with the amazing textile art and photography of his wife 
Amy. Irene’s bright pink umbrella was still propped in the front 
porch. Pavel fetched Irene’s sewing box, crammed with threads, 
tape measures and notions, just as she had last left it. Amy 
showed me what she considered to be the best portrait she ever 
took of Irene. It was from 23 April, Irene’s birthday. Decades 
before, in Bratislava, Irene’s mother had somehow found an 
egg to gift her daughter. Later, in camp, Marta arranged for 
the miracle of a boiled egg in tribute to this kindness. On this 
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