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Naum Heifetz 

I Walked the Road of Death 

 Before the war, we lived on Novo-Myasnitskaya Street, Number 25. Just before the 

war, my father left for a trip to Sochi on June 22nd. I worked. My younger sister went to 

school. My older sister was married and had a son, who was one and a half, and she had 

just finished her second year of medical school. Her husband graduated from an aviation 

technical school and had already received an appointment in Leningrad. My sister and her 

son had to go to her husband, and continue her studies at a medical institute in Leningrad. 

My mother was a housewife and raised her grandchild.  

 On June 22, 1941, the war began. Minsk was bombed on June 24th and 25th. Our 

family was sitting in a bomb shelter in the basement of our church on Rakovskaya Street. I 

went to buy bread. The store was located on Leninskaya Street, which did not reach 

Sovietskaya Street. They did not sell bread, but gave away two loaves each. On the first 

floor of the Hotel Europe, there was a large clothing store. Coats, suits, and other clothing 

had been thrown onto the asphalt from broken display cases. I brought bread, gave one 

loaf to my neighbor and ran to take more. But Leninskaya Street was already on fire. Hotel 

Europe was on fire. The wind blew sideways towards Freedom Square. The air was so hot 

that it was impossible to set foot in Freedom Square. There was no information. The rumors 

were very diverse. All vital centers were disabled. There was no water or electricity, and the 

radio and telephones did not work. There was practically no evacuation from Minsk.  

 Labor discipline before the war was very strict: for absenteeism or being over 20 

minutes late -- one year of jail time. On June 25th at 8 o’clock in the morning I went to work 

to take leave and go to the draft board. My mother’s relative was waiting for me-L.G. 

Sirotkin, who was the head doctor at the Institute for Protection of Motherhood and Infancy, 

and two more doctors, her employees, with whom I had agreed to go to the draft board. 

At the regional military enlistment office on Freedom Square, the military commissar told us 

to go to hell, and said that they have nothing to do with us. In the courtyard there was a 

Gazik truck, upon which sat 10-12 military personnel. Some kind of boss was standing near 

the truck, and a man in civilian clothing turned to him and said that he was a reserve 

captain engineer, and asked to be taken with him. The commander replied, “you are not in 

shape, and I have no time to mess around with you.” He yelled obscenities to the driver, 

and ordered him to start the car. The driver began to turn the crank, the car started, and 

they left. The engineer was not taken with them.  

 Paratroopers were already in Minsk on the evening of June 27th, and on the 28th the 

city was occupied. Maybe if we had been with our father, the fate of our family would 

have been different. Our father worked on the railway. He had just managed to arrive in 
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Sochi and was immediately issued a ticket back, but only managed to reach Vyazma -- the 

trains did not go further to Minsk.  

 Before the war, my cousin and her two children came to visit us from Western 

Belarus. In 1939, her husband was sent to work in Bialystock through public education. Even 

before the creation of the ghetto, she and her children went to Zaslavl1, where her father 

and sister lived. In September of 1941, some of the Jews of Zaslavl were driven into a two-

story wooden building formerly belonging to the border patrol, the windows and doors were 

boarded up, and they were burned alive. Everyone else was shot.  

 My older sister had a friend with whom she had studied and been friends with since 

the first grade. When the ghetto was formed, she came to us and was so worried about our 

difficulties that she offered help. It turned out that in the evening, they were going to stab a 

wild boar, and tomorrow she would bring us fresh meat. About to leave, she, on the side, 

told my mother that if we had any valuable things, she had the opportunity to profitably sell 

or trade them for products. Of course, mother gave her something that had some value -- 

and we never saw her, nor the promised fresh meat, again. In her memoirs, she later wrote 

that she had many friends in the ghetto, and that she “helped” all of them. Just like us...I do 

not think that we were an exception. 

 The Minsk ghetto was formed on July 20th, 1941, in which the Judenrat and labor 

exchange were located. It was necessary for all residents of the ghetto, both adults and 

children, to wear yellow “armor” on the back and chest with a diameter of 10 centimeters. 

The able bodied were required to appear and be registered at the labor exchange. The 

Germans relegated the Jews to columns for various tasks: to clear rubble, at the freight 

station for wagon unloading, et cetera. Then followed decrees: every person had to 

provide, I do not remember what amount of money, turn over all fur clothes, rip off and 

hand over fur collars. Well-organized repression began. At the beginning of August, there 

was a large raid on men, during which many people were shot.  

 On August 20th, 1941, tarpaulin-covered cars arrived and we, 200 men, were taken 

to Shirokaya Street, where there had been cavalry barracks before the war. There we were 

forced to disassemble the stables, and at the same time carry boards, logs, and rafters only 

by running. SS officer Gorodetsky commanded this nightmare. German soldiers gathered 

there as spectators, and he demonstrated to them his art of mocking defenseless people. 

Having finished beating one, he called the next one. He was fluent in Russian and that 

included excellent abuse. He beat one because there were no traces of beatings on him -- 

if he was beaten another time, it meant that he worked poorly, and he would get more. On 

the first day, he shot five people for fun. When the first two people were shot, he ordered 

 

1 A small, historically Jewish town just north of Minsk. 
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me to run. I ran and waited to be shot from behind, but it turned out that there was a 

German soldier, who ordered me to take picks and shovels and led me to the ravine. Two 

slain people already lay there. Two more were driven to the ravine and we were ordered to 

dig a hole. We talked with each other: “we’re digging for ourselves.” When we had dug the 

hole halfway, they dragged another man in by his feet. Blood and foam flowed from his 

mouth and there were death convulsions. The soldier shot him almost point-blank in the 

head with an explosive bullet. Half of the skull was demolished, and warm brains with blood 

squirted into my face.  

 From heat, dust, and backbreaking work without water, my lips cracked, and there 

was nothing left to do but moisten them with my own urine. But the nightmare day was 

finally over. They brought a tank of unpeeled millet porridge. Some men, having eaten their 

portions, stood in line again and Gorodetsky noticed it. There were two groups of prisoners 

of war, each of 30 people. He chose four strong men from ours and ordered them to grab 

the delinquent man by his hands and feet, he pulled off his pants to below the knee and, 

lifting his shirt, ordered the prisoners on both sides to inflict 25 blows with a rubber hose. And 

the victim must count aloud. He himself stood in front and whipped him in the face with a 

rubber hose. Naturally, while 60 people struck 25 blows, there was nobody to count. But this 

did not seem to be enough for Gorodetsky. At his command, the victim had to be swung 

and tossed to the side. He was not thrown as Gorodetsky wanted, and he began to 

violently beat all four men. He ordered them to lift the victim, swing him again, and throw 

him a greater distance.  

 Then Gorodetsky arranged us and ordered us to sing, as he put it, a “synagogue” 

song. Whoever did not sing or did not sing correctly would be shot. I thought that I would be 

shot because I did not know synagogue songs, but they sang “Mihateneste Mine.” One 

verse was repeated many times. Then he announced that because the work was not 

completed, we would stay there overnight.  

 In the following days, they began to enclose the camp territory with two rows of 

barbed wire, put observation towers in the corners, and there were no questions of 

completing work and returning home. Only four days later, the ghetto found out where the 

people had disappeared to, and mother came to find me. I saw my mother from behind 

the wire fence. I ran to her side and yelled “mama,” and she looked somewhere past me. 

When I ran close to the fence, she said that she heard my voice, but that I was so mutilated 

that she could not recognize me. 

 There was a camp doctor who was brought in from the ghetto daily, and ten days 

later I had to contact him. I had a very high temperature, and they let me go home. 

Sirotkina, it turned out, had already informed the doctor. But I could not know this, and 

contacted him due to a sudden illness. Arriving home, Sirotkina sent a doctor to me. The 

doctor immediately told me, “You have Erysipelas.” I lay, covered in a blanket, and asked 
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the doctor how she knew, because I had not shown her my hand yet. “And what,” she 

asked, “in your hand, too?” The next day, August 31st, I was lying unconscious. On that day 

there was a raid on men, but by a lucky chance, they did not enter our apartment.  

 During my stay in the camp, a re-census of the able-bodied population was carried 

out in the ghetto. Mother was looking for connections so that I could reach the partisans 

and, if that were not possible, then the whole family would be shot. Since I did not get into 

the census, I went to Sirotkin and there, even the neighbors did not show their eyes.  

 Two months later, on November 6, 1941, there was something alarming. The ghetto 

was surrounded by German soldiers and policemen. My mother, my two sisters, and my 

nephew  came to my house with Sirotkina. There was a children’s clinic on Ostrov Street, 

and all of the staff went there with their families to spend the night in the attic. A large barn 

lock was hung on the door. There were 75 of us. We were in the attic without water and 

food for five days, until November 12. Everything was quiet. We thought that the ghetto no 

longer existed. But, as it turned out, a significant part of the ghetto was cut off, including our 

street, and people were liquidated -- about 12,000 people. My mother’s acquaintances 

lived on Republic Street. We went there. But we did not have time to settle in, as the door 

opened and Gorodetsky entered with two soldiers. They drove everyone out to the square 

near the school, separated the men from the women, positioned a large plywood box, and 

Gorodetsky ordered: “Put any money, watches, gold, or silver into the box. They will search 

everyone and if they discover anything on anyone, they will drive them to the school and 

burn them.” Then we were all lined up and taken out into the street. Cars were parked 

there, covered with tarpaulins. We were held for a while, and then told to go away. We 

could no longer find our home. We would remain in what we were wearing, without a 

change of clothes or any winter clothing.   

 But what should have happened on the 12th happened on November 20th. There 

was a large pogrom. Around 10,000 people died. As it turned out, on November 12th, the 

first convoy of Jews from Hamburg arrived, and a place was made available for them. 

Later, Jews were brought to Minsk from Germany and other European countries, but the 

name “Hamburg Ghetto” survived. The total population of the Hamburg Ghetto in Minsk 

was around 27,000 people. They were all destroyed.  

 I decided to work as a painter in a construction group. There were places in the 

ghetto that were allocated to specialists. A spot was found for me in a room with an area of 

7 sq. meters, where there were two beds for two families. In addition to the beds, the room 

had one bedside table for two families and one stool -- nothing else could fit. For us to 

remain together, since my sister had her husband’s last name, I said that they were my wife 

and my son, my elderly mother, and my minor sister. Above the bed on the wall, I secured a 

door made of planks on which I slept, and for a day it was like a carriage shelf, adjoined to 
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the wall. In the bed, my sister slept with her son, mother, and younger sister. Three people 

slept on the second bed -- an electrical engineer with his wife and three year old son. 

 On March 2nd, 1942, my eldest sister was involved in a pogrom. Mother said, “Purim. 

The miracle has happened. Who is next?”  

 We were constantly hungry. We had nothing to exchange or sell. Mother’s legs were 

swollen from hunger above the knees, and my nephew could not stand on his own feet. 

Half of the stew that was given to me at work had to be brought home, it had to somehow 

support my mother and nephew. My younger sister, with a gas mask bag, would sometimes 

sneak into the Russian section for handouts. Sometimes, she would bring back one or two 

potatoes, a slice of bread, or she would come back with nothing.  

 My mother and nephew were killed right in the bed. When we were brought back to 

the ghetto after a four day pogrom, I saw a pool of blood caked onto the cotton blanket. It 

was July 28th, 1942. 30,000 people died then. 

 In the construction group where I worked, there were 30 people of different 

construction specialties: bricklayers, plasterers, carpenters, joiners, tinsmiths, painters. We 

were on the property of the base on Dolgobrodskii Street, restoring a two-story house in 

which there were only walls. Three specialists lived there and worked at the base: a 

blacksmith, tailor, and shoemaker. A Ukrainian battalion of prisoners of war was also located 

at the base. 30 people were also brought daily to the base from the Hamburg Ghetto. The 

blacksmith had made arrangements with a liaison, who was supposed to supply him with 

weapons and send him to opposition fighters. But the liaison turned out to be a 

provocateur, and at the appointed hour, he arrived with two German soldiers from the 

security service. The blacksmith, seeing them arriving through the window, picked up a long 

pair of metal cutting scissors from the table and when the door opened, cut the head of a 

German soldier and struck a blow on the shoulder of the provocateur, but was shot by the 

second soldier.  

 The base military serviceman ordered the German Jews and our brigade to 

assemble immediately. The German Jews were disciplined. They gathered quickly. They 

were taken away to the space near the elevator and were all shot. Our group did not 

assemble very quickly and, when they led us to the elevator, one of ours ducked under a 

pyramid of drying boards. A German soldier saw it, pulled him out, held a hatchet over his 

head, and began to hack. His entire white shirt was covered in blood. When we were led to 

the elevator, there, against the wall, a German soldier shot at those who had been killed for 

confirmation. At that moment, a passenger car caught up with our group. On its step stood 

a German engineer officer, Gravin, who was in charge of construction. He ordered the 

soldiers to leave us: “these are my people, and they were not responsible.”  
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 Since painting work takes place in the final stage of construction, we were used for 

all types of ancillary work, and I had to carry buckets of water from the pump across the 

road for the builders. There, a woman came up to me and asked me to find a prisoner of 

war. After I found him, within a few days she gave me three sets of civilian clothes for the 

prisoners of war. Including me. We didn’t work on Sunday. When we were brought to work 

on Monday, I learned that two prisoners of war had been caught during the escape and 

shot. It was a shame, but they did not take their third comrade with them either. An 

opportunity arose, and they decided not to miss it.  

 Another agreement that I had was with my older sister’s friend, Liza Vinnik. We had to 

go to the partisan fighters together. But just a few days before that, I again ended up in the 

SS camp on Shirokaya. Liza and her sister went to the 106th partisan squad, which was 

commanded by Zorin. It was at the end of July 1943. 2,000 people from the SS camp on 

Shirokaya Street were taken on a train with 100 people per carriage to the Majdanek 

concentration camp (in Lublin, Poland). And the Minsk ghetto, which had 100,000 people 

including 25 of my close maternal and paternal relatives, was completely eliminated three 

months later on October 20, 1943. 

 Several people, specialists of various profiles, were left in the Majdanek 

concentration camp and the rest, including me, were sent 60 km away to the Budzyn 

concentration camp -- a branch of the main concentration camp, Majdanek.  

 In the summer of 1944, when the attack on Warsaw began, we “Budzyna” were 

brought to Radom. There were people of all ages from the ghettos. From Radom we were 

marched on foot to Tomashov. We covered a distance of 200 km in four days, 50 km a day. 

Since not everyone could do that, the column was accompanied by several horse-drawn 

wagons. And those who were not able to continue on foot were picked up by horse-drawn 

transport. But the carts were not expandable, and when they overflowed, automatic 

gunfire was heard. And free places appeared again for those who could not continue on 

foot. 

 In Tomashov we dug trenches for three days. Then we were sent to Auschwitz.  Many 

kilometers away from Auschwitz, the air was already filled with the stench of burnt meat. 

After arriving at the place, we stayed for a long time in closed train carriages. Another train 

arrived on the adjacent track. Decently dressed people with six-pointed stars were 

removed from the carriages -- they must have liquidated a ghetto somewhere. The 

Germans allowed them to bring what they had on them, and one suitcase. They were lined 

up and immediately sent to the gas chambers. Then they brought thirty people from the 

Sonderkommando, they brought out the suitcases and washed and disinfected the 

wagons. 
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 When this train had driven away, we were taken out of the carriages onto the 

platform. It was the end of the railway line, a dead end. Ahead is a barbed wire fence, 

along the fence -- gas chambers, to the right -- crematorium furnaces. A symphony 

orchestra was playing on the left behind the fence. There were music stands, a conductor, 

and musicians all in striped concentration camp outfits. When we were taken to the 

platform, a selection was immediately made. Women and children were separated. 

Children who remained with the men were torn away and placed with the women. They 

also selected the elderly, the sick, and those who, in their opinion, were of little use as draft 

animals. They were lined up and also, without exception, were sent to the gas chambers.  

 We, about 2,000 people, were herded into the same cars and sent to Munich, and 

the next day by car they brought us to the Weichingen concentration camp (the base 

camp was Natzweiler). There, in the rocky ground, a huge pit was dug for some kind of 

underground structure. We worked around the clock in two shifts. A week from 8 am to 8 

pm and then a week from 8 pm to 8 am, in any weather. At night, the pit was illuminated by 

searchlights. German soldiers drilled holes 3 m deep into the rocks with pneumatic drills, laid 

ammonal explosives inside, connected it with a fuse cord and twice a day, at noon and 

midnight, exploded them. It was our responsibility to load stones onto wagons and remove 

them. If the chunk was too large, we had to break them with sledgehammers. The wagons 

were quite high so in order to throw a stone into them, it had to be brought to your chest. In 

bad weather, the stones and clothes were wet and there was nowhere to dry off, and it 

was impossible to have enough German soldier overseers.  

 In the fall of 1944, we were transported to the Hesenthal concentration camp (the 

base camp was Natzweiler as well). In this camp, I first worked in a quarry, and then in a 

group of 30 people harvesting timber. From camp, under guard of course, we were led into 

the forest for 7-7.5 km along an ascending trail. It made it easier to walk back down with the 

load. Ten people remained in the forest to harvest trees specified by the forester -- sawing, 

chopping off branches, etc. Twenty people, in pairs, took the logs that were prepared the 

day before and carried them to the camp. We made three trips a day. Having prepared 

the logs for the next day, on the third trip everyone would return to the camp with a load. 

 The camp commander had a high SS rank and the last name of Waling, and once a 

month organized sanitation. It was in a large room with a cement floor, and a round cast 

iron stove in the middle. Everyone stripped naked. In one room, window gaps were sealed 

and crossbars were installed, on which we hung our clothes, tied in knots. There was a large 

metal sheet with curved edges on the floor under the clothes, into which was poured a 

lumpy substance, grey like rubble and sulfur. It burned with a small green flame. The door 

slits were sealed from the outside with paper, and the clothes remained there for the whole 

day to eliminate lice. It didn’t have a major effect. The lice became even angrier. 
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 Meanwhile, we were all cut with a clipper wherever any hair was growing. We spent 

the day on our feet. One of the rooms was equipped with a shower room. On high metal 

stands stood two 200 liter barrels in which water was heated, and from them were diverted 

into shower pipes. They allowed ten people into the shower room, five per one shower 

head. At the entrance there was a tank of pastelike soap, and everybody smeared this 

soap onto the palm of their hand with a flat spatula. The shower for five people was turned 

on for two minutes, after which they had to wash themselves and then the shower was 

turned on for another three minutes. A crowd would form. Everybody wanted to stand 

under the shower for an extra moment, to wash off the soap. And I remember there was 

such a case. At the other shower, one did not have time to wash the soap off and asked a 

German soldier who was guarding the shower to turn on a little more water, to wash the 

soap off. The soldier took a fire hose from the wall and directed it at the prisoner with its full 

pressure of cold water. The jet knocked him off his feet, and he hit the opposite wall. The 

“compassionate” soldier poured cold water on him for a long time, with a lot of pressure. In 

the camp, this prisoner was with his son who was killed on the way to Dachau when we 

were bombed by American planes. He was one of the few who survived and returned to 

Minsk. I met him later. I remember his last name -- Zusin.  

 The camp commander had another way to combat lice. Sunday was a non-working 

day. The entire camp was lined up in rows of four. The commander would say: “Left, first line 

takes four steps forward, second line takes two steps forward, third line remains in place, 

fourth line takes two steps back. Hold up your arms to your sides. Remove hats. Turn them 

inside out, put them in front of you in the snow. Remove jackets, turn them inside out, put 

them in front of you in the snow. Remove pants, turn them inside out, put them in front of 

you in the snow. Remove shoes, put them in front of you.” Of course, winters are milder 

there than in Belarus. But still, winter and snow. And for an hour and a half to freeze the lice 

but not ourselves, physical exercises were done at his command. Squats, running in place, 

jumping. But it was all also of little use, apart from the pleasure that the camp commander 

apparently received from the event. The lice seized us. We would scratch our armpits, and 

under our fingernails would be the blood of crushed lice. 

 The camp commander also had other entertainment. On Sundays, he would stand 

on the outside of the barbed wire fence holding a half loaf of bread in his hand and teasing 

the prisoners like dogs, until a large crowd would gather. Then he would throw bread over 

the fence. Everyone wanted to swallow at least a crumb, eating from each others’ hands. It 

is not difficult to imagine a terrible sight.  

 In the beginning of spring in 1945, we were taken to the Dachau concentration 

camp. On April 26, 1945, by the order of Himmler, we were sent by train to Tyrol for 

elimination. In four days, we only managed to cover 30 - 40 km. At the same time, they 

marched a convoy on foot. We would pass them, then they would pass us. 
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 Usually, we were transported from one concentration camp to another in wagons 

with sliding doors that were locked from the outside. This time, there were three SS men in 

every carriage. The middle part of the carriage was separated from both sides with two 

boards, covered with hay, and covered with fleece blankets for the German soldiers, while 

both sides of the carriage were for prisoners. The soldiers were no longer young. We were 

treated very strictly. We were not even allowed to talk to each other. They would hear one 

word and immediately grab their weapon. For two days we were afraid to say anything. On 

the third day, one of the prisoners went to the soldiers for permission to sing. He was 

allowed, and he sang Cavaradosi’s aria from Puccini’s opera “Tosca '' in Italian. The soldier 

seemed changed. A conversation ensued. Learning that he studied in a conservatory and 

trained in Milan, the soldiers began to look at us differently. The atmosphere completely 

changed. In the next two days, the tension subsided. 

 On April 30th,1945, we were liberated by the American army. I was taken by 

ambulance to the hospital, where I remained for two months and then was taken to a 

camp for repatriates. A few days later, I was taken to the Eastern zone of Germany where I 

was conscripted into the Red Army. 

 In 1947, by the decree of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, I was 

released from the army and returned to Minsk. 

  

 

 


