Elie Wiesel

Selections from Night

A week later, on the way back from work, we noticed in the center of
the camp, at the assembly place, a black gallows.

We were told that soup would not be distributed until after roll
call. This took longer than usual. The orders were given in a sharper
manner than on other days, and in the air there were strange under-
tones.

“Bare your heads!” yelled the head of the camp, suddenly.

Ten thousand caps were simultaneously removed.

“Cover your heads!”

Ten thousand caps went back onto their skulls, as quick as light-
ning,

The gate to the camp opened. An SS section appeared and sur-
rounded us: one SS at every three paces. On the lookout towers the
machine guns were trained on the assembly place.

“They fear trouble,” whispered Juliek.

Two SS men had gone to the cells. They came back with the
condemned man between them. He was a youth from Warsaw. He had
three years of concentration camp life behind him. He was a strong,
well-built boy, a giant in comparison with me.

His back to the gallows, his face turned toward his judge, who was
the head of the camp, the boy was pale, but seemed more moved than
afraid. His manacled hands did not tremble. His eyes gazed coldly
at the hundreds of SS guards, the thousands of prisoners who sur-
rounded him.
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The head of the camp began to read his verdict, hammering out
each phrase:

“In the name of Himmler . . . prisoner Number . . . stole during
the alert. . . . According to the law . . . paragraph . . . prisoner Num-
ber . . . is condemned to death. May this be a warning and an example
to all prisoners.”

No one moved.

I could hear my heart beating. The thousands who had died
daily at Auschwitz and at Birkenau in the crematory ovens no longer
troubled me. But this one, leaning against his gallows—he over-
whelmed me.

“Do you think this ceremony’ll be over soon? I'm hungry. . . .”
whispered Juliek.

At a sign from the head of the camp, the Lagerkapo advanced
toward the condemned man. Two prisoners helped him in his task—
for two plates of soup.

The Kapo wanted to bandage the victim’s eyes, but he refused.

After a long moment of waiting, the executioner put the rope
round his neck. He was on the point of motioning to his assistants to
draw the chair away from the prisoner’s feet, when the latter cried, in a
calm, strong voice:

“Long live liberty! A curse upon Germany! A curse . . .! A cur—"

The executioners had completed their task.

A command cleft the air like a sword.

“Bare your heads.”

Ten thousand prisoners paid their last respects.

“Cover your heads!”

Then the whole camp, block after block, had to march past the
hanged man and stare at the dimmed eyes, the lolling tongue of death.
The Kapos and heads of each block forced everyone to look him full in
the face.

After the march, we were given permission to return to the blocks
for our meal.

I remember that I found the soup excellent that evening. . . .

I witnessed other hangings. I never saw a single one of the victims
weep. For a long time those dried-up bodies had forgotten the bitter
taste of tears.

Except once. The Oberkapo of the fifty-second cable unit was a
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Dutchman, a giant, well over six feet. Seven hundred prisoners
worked under his orders, and they all loved him like a brother. No one
had ever received a blow at his hands, nor an insult from his lips.

He had a young boy under him, a pipel, as they were called—a
child with a refined and beautiful face, unheard of in this camp.

(At Buna, the pipel were loathed; they were often crueller than
adults. I once saw one of thirteen beating his father because the latter
had not made his bed properly. The old man was crying softly while the
boy shouted: “If you don’t stop crying at once I shan’t bring you any
more bread. Do you understand?” But the Dutchman’s little servant
was loved by all. He had the face of a sad angel.)

One day, the electric power station at Buna was blown up. The
Gestapo, summoned to the spot, suspected sabotage. They found a
trail. It eventually led to the Dutch Oberkapo. And there, after a
search, they found an important stock of arms.

The Oberkapo was arrested immediately. He was tortured for a
period of weeks, but in vain. He would not give a single name. He was
transferred to Auschwitz. We never heard of him again.

But his little servant had been left behind in the camp in prison.
Also put to torture, he too would not speak. Then the SS sentenced
him to death, with two other prisoners who had been discovered with
arms.

One day when we came back from work, we saw three gallows
rearing up in the assembly place, three black crows. Roll call. SS all
round us, machine guns trained: the traditional ceremony. Three vic-
tims in chains—and one of them, the little servant, the sad-eyed angel.

The SS seemed more preoccupied, more disturbed than usual. To
hang a young boy in front of thousands of spectators was no light
matter. The head of the camp read the verdict. All eyes were on the
child. He was lividly pale, almost calm, biting his lips. The gallows
threw its shadow over him.

This time the Lagerkapo refused to act as executioner. Three SS
replaced him.

The three victims mounted together onto the chairs.

The three necks were placed at the same moment within the
nooses.

“Long live liberty!” cried the two adults.

But the child was silent.

“Where is God? Where is He?” someone behind me asked.
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At a sign from the head of the camp, the three chairs tipped over.

Total silence throughout the camp. On the horizon, the sun was
setting.

“Bare your heads!” yelled the head of the camp. His voice was
raucous. We were weeping,.

“Cover your heads!”

Then the march past began. The two adults were no longer alive.
Their tongues hung swollen, blue-tinged. But the third rope was still
moving; being so light, the child was still alive. .

For more than half an hour he stayed there, strugglmg between
life and death, dying in slow agony under our eyes. And we had to look
him full in the face. He was still alive when I passed in front of him. His
tongue was still red, his eyes were not yet glazed.

Behind me, I heard the same man asking:

“Where is God now?”

And I heard a voice within me answer him:

“Where is He? Here He is—He is hanging here on this gal-
lows. . ..”

That night the soup tasted of corpses.

The summer was coming to an end. The Jewish year was nearly
over.

On the eve of Rosh Hashanah, the last day of that accursed year,
the whole camp was electric with the tension which was in all our
hearts. In spite of everything, this day was different from any other.
The last day of the year. The word “last” rang very strangely What if it
were indeed the last day?

They gave us our evening meal, a very thick soup, but no one
touched it. We wanted to wait until after prayers. At the place of
assembly, surrounded by the electrified barbed wire, thousands of
silent Jews gathered, their faces stricken.

Night was falling. Other prisoners continued to crowd in, from
every block, able suddenly to conquer time and space and submit both
to their will.

“What are You, my God,” I thought angrily, “compared to this
afflicted crowd, proclaiming to You their faith, their anger, their re-
volt? What does Your greatness mean, Lord of the universe, in the face
of all this weakness, this decomposition, and this decay? Why do You
still trouble their sick minds, their crippled bodies?”



272 HOLOCAUST

Ten thousand men had come to attend the solemn service, heads
of the blocks, Kapos, functionaries of death.

“Bless the Etemnal. . . .”

The voice of the officiant had just made itself heard. I thought at
first it was the wind.

“Blessed be the Name of the Eternal!”

Thousands of voices repeated the benediction; thousands of men
prostrated themselves like trees before a tempest.

“Blessed be the Name of the Eternall”

Why, but why should I bless Him? In every fiber I rebelled.
Because He had had thousands of children burned in His pits? Because
He kept six crematories working night and day, on Sundays and feast
days? Because in His great might He had created Auschwitz, Bir-
kenau, Buna, and so many factories of death? How could I say to Him:
“Blessed art Thou, Eternal, Master of the Universe, Who chose us
from among the races to be tortured day and night, to see our fathers,
our mothers, our brothers, end in the crematory? Praised be Thy Holy
Name, Thou Who hast chosen us to be butchered on Thine altar?”

I heard the voice of the officiant rising up, powerful yet at the
same time broken, amid the tears, sobs, the sighs of the whole congre-
gation: ‘

“All the earth and the Universe are God’s!”

He kept stopping every moment, as though he did not have the
strength to find the meaning beneath the words. The melody choked in
his throat.

And I, mystic that I had been, I thought:

“Yes, man is very strong, greater than God. When You were
deceived by Adam and Eve, You drove them out of Paradise. When
Noah’s generation displeased You, You brought down the Flood. When
Sodom no longer found favor in Your eyes, You made the sky rain down
fire and sulphur. But these men here, whom You have betrayed, whom
You have allowed to be tortured, butchered, gassed, burned, what do
they do? They pray before You! They praise Your name!”

“All creation bears witness to the Greatness of God!”

Once, New Year's Day had dominated my life. I knew that my sins
grieved the Eternal; I implored his forgiveness. Once, I had believed
profoundly that upon one solitary deed of mine, one solitary prayer,
depended the salvation of the world.

This day I had ceased to plead. I was no longer capable of lamenta-
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tion. On the contrary, I felt very strong. I was the accuser, God the
accused. My eyes were open and I was alone—terribly alone in a
world without God and without man. Without love or mercy. I had
ceased to be anything but ashes, yet I felt myself to be stronger than
the Almighty, to whom my life had been tied for so long. I stood amid
that praying congregation, observing it like a stranger.

The service ended with the Kaddish. Everyone recited the Kad-
dish over his parents, over his children, over his brothers, and over
himself

We stayed for a long time at the assembly place. No one dared to
drag himself away from this mirage. Then it was time to go to bed and
slowly the prisoners made their way over to their blocks. I heard
people wishing one another a Happy New Year!

I ran off to look for my father. And at the same time I was afraid of
having to wish him a Happy New Year when I no longer believed in it.

He was standing near the wall, bowed down, his shoulders sag-
ging as though beneath a heavy burden. I went up to him, took his
hand and kissed it. A tear fell upon it. Whose was that tear? Mine?
His? I said nothing. Nor did he. We had never understood one another
so clearly.

The sound of the bell jolted us back to reality. We must go to bed.
We came back from far away. I raised my eyes to look at my father’s face
leaning over mine, to try to discover a smile or something resembling
one upon the aged, dried-up countenance. Nothing. Not the shadow of
an expression. Beaten.

Yom Kippur. The Day of Atonement.

Should we fast? The question was hotly debated. To fast would
mean a surer, swifter death. We fasted here the whole year round. The
whole year was Yom Kippur. But others said that we should fast simply
because it was dangerous to do so. We should show God that even
here, in this enclosed hell, we were capable of singing His praises.

I did not fast, mainly to please my father, who had forbidden me to
do so. But further, there was no longer any reason why I should fast. I
no longer accepted God's silence. As I swallowed my bowl of soup, I
saw in the gesture an act of rebellion and protest against Him.

And I nibbled my crust of bread.

In the depths of my heart, I felt a great void.



