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About the book

In "The Dressmakers of Auschwitz," Lucy Adlington unveils the incredible

yet harrowing story of a group of women who not only survived the horrors

of the Nazi concentration camp but also transformed their suffering into acts

of defiance and creativity. This gripping historical narrative weaves together

threads of resilience, friendship, and artistry, as it chronicles how these

talented seamstresses utilized their skills to create garments for the

privileged, all while dreaming of liberation in the face of despair.

Adlington’s poignant storytelling illuminates the often-overlooked

experiences of women during the Holocaust, inviting readers to reflect on

the strength of the human spirit amid unspeakable adversity—a testament to

the power of hope and the indomitable will to reclaim one's identity even in

the darkest of times.
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About the author

Lucy Adlington is an accomplished British author and historian, renowned

for her ability to weave together rich narratives that explore the intersections

of history, memory, and the human experience. With a background in

literature and a keen interest in social history, Adlington draws on her

expansive research to illuminate lesser-known stories, particularly those

surrounding the impact of war and persecution. Her passion for storytelling

is evident in her previous works, which often highlight the resilience of

women, making her an ideal voice for "The Dressmakers of Auschwitz."

Through her writing, Adlington seeks to pay tribute to those whose lives

were shaped by the horrors of the Holocaust, offering readers a poignant

glimpse into their strength and creativity amid unimaginable adversity.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1. One of the Few Who Survived

### Chapter 1 Summary: One of the Few Who Survived

The chapter opens with Olga Kovácz, a survivor of Auschwitz, recounting

 her experiences as a seamstress in a sewing room designated for the wives

of SS officers. The scene is set in a cramped basement room where

twenty-five women, primarily young Jewish women, including Irene, Brach

a, Renée, and others, work tirelessly on garments that would be worn by

 the powerful. Despite the grim atmosphere, the sewing room serves as a

place of temporary refuge where they gather, bond, and reminisce about

their lives before the war.

Amidst their labor, a sense of camaraderie blooms as they navigate the

complexities of their identities—each woman with her own past and dreams,

now reduced to prisoners defined by numbers. The chapter poignantly

illustrates the fragility of their existence; one day they might be called away

never to return. Marta, the overseer, adapts quickly to challenges, such as

when a client’s dress is accidentally burned. With clever improvisation, she

averts disaster, showcasing their survival instincts in a horrifying reality.

The narrative shifts to the histories of Irene Reichenberg and Bracha

� �B�e�r�k�o�v�i�
, recounting their childhoods in the vibrant Jewish community
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 of Bratislava. Irene’s memories capture the warmth of family life in a

bustling neighborhood filled with laughter, friends, and cherished traditions.

Raised in a large family, her early life revolved around the tight-knit Jewish

community, where she was surrounded by love and cultural rituals tied to

their faith.

�B�r�a�c�h�a�,� �o�r�i�g�i�n�a�t�i�n�g� �f�r�o�m� �t�h�e� �r�u�r�a�l� �v�i�l�l�a�g�e� �o�f� ���e�p�a�,� �r�e�c�a�l�l�s� �h�e�r� �i�d�y�l�l�i�c

childhood amidst the scenic beauty of the Carpathian Ruthenia. While her

life was modest, the presence of nature and close family bonds gave her

enduring happiness. Bracha’s father, a talented tailor, eventually moved the

family to Bratislava, where she met Irene at school, fostering a lasting

friendship that would prove vital in their dire times.

As both girls grew, societal changes began to encroach upon their lives.

They participated in Jewish youth organizations, preparing for emigration to

Palestine and attempting to navigate the rising tide of antisemitism. Their

friendship with Renée Ungar, a bold girl from a rabbinical family,

 further enriched their shared experiences amidst increasing uncertainty.

The chapter weaves in the story of Hunya Volkmann, an aspiring

 seamstress who embodied determination and resilience. Her passion for

dressmaking paralleled the ambitions of women like Marta Fuchs, whose

fate links back to the SS and the horrors of Nazi ideology. The lives of these

women, initially full of dreams and potential, would tragically converge
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within the walls of the Auschwitz sewing room, serving as stark reminders

of the cultural and familial ties that were violently severed during the

Holocaust.

The chapter closes with a chilling reflection on the loss of innocence as

Jewish children, like Irene, were slowly isolated from their peers, marking

the end of a carefree childhood in an increasingly hostile world. Through the

lives of these women, the narrative encapsulates themes of resilience, the

bonds of friendship, and the stark reality of survival against the backdrop of

impending doom.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Power of Camaraderie in Adversity

Critical Interpretation: In the face of unimaginable hardship, the

women in the Auschwitz sewing room found sanctuary in each other's

company, demonstrating the profound strength that arises from

solidarity. This chapter reminds you that, in your own life, even

during the toughest times, the bonds you forge with others can help

you navigate challenges and uplift your spirit. Embracing community

and supporting one another through life's trials can lead to resilience

and hope, showing that connection is a vital source of strength.

Listen It

Scan to Download

http://audiobook-free.com/audiobook/the-dressmakers-of-auschwitz?source=books1.co.uk
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 2 Summary: 2. The One and Only Power

### Chapter 2 Summary: The One and Only Power

This chapter explores the intricate relationship between fashion, identity, and

the socio-political landscape of Europe, particularly under the Nazi regime.

It begins with the provocative assertion that fashion holds unrivaled power, a

notion echoed by Traudl Junge, Adolf Hitler's secretary. While fashion may

initially appear frivolous in the face of war and violence, it plays a critical

role in shaping social identities and asserting power dynamics—elements the

Nazis fully recognized.

Given their oppressive governance, the Nazis were acutely aware of the

wealth within the European textile industry, largely dominated by Jewish

capital and creativity. This chapter illustrates how clothing choices are

shaped not only by culture and money but also by the political machinations

of the time, reflecting broader themes of oppression and economic control.

�T�h�e� �n�a�r�r�a�t�i�v�e� �s�h�i�f�t�s� �t�o� �t�h�e� �p�e�r�s�o�n�a�l� �r�e�a�l�m�,� �f�o�c�u�s�i�n�g� �o�n� �B�r�a�c�h�a� �B�e�r�k�o�v�i�
� �f�r�o�m

Bratislava, whose life is intertwined with the local fabric trade. As she walks

through bustling market streets filled with shops selling sewing notions and

vibrant fabrics, the societal importance of dressmaking becomes evident. For

many women, sewing is both a skill and a necessity, highlighting their
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domestic roles during a tumultuous era.

Bracha's father dreams of establishing his clothing manufacturing company,

influencing the next generation's aspirations within the fashion world. The

chapter then introduces Marta Fuchs, an aspiring dressmaker drawn to the

fashion capital of Prague. Marta’s journey represents the broader aspirations

of women in fashion, which are especially significant given the period’s

constraints and the looming threat of conflict. 

Marta finds herself captivated by Prague's fashionable streets, known for

their opulent department stores and elite salons that showcase the pinnacle of

Czech couture. She hopes to elevate her craft, drawing inspiration from both

local talent and international styles, particularly those emanating from

Paris—the heart of the fashion world. However, Europe’s descent into war

poses a significant threat to these dreams.

Simultaneously, Hunya Storch's story highlights the challenges faced by

Jewish women in Germany during this volatile time. After moving from a

small Slovak town to Leipzig, Hunya blossoms in her dressmaking career,

crafting garments for a diverse clientele, including the upper echelons of

society. However, as Nazi racial policies tighten and antisemitism erupts,

Hunya grapples with an increasingly hostile environment toward Jewish

businesses.
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The chapter places great importance on the Nazis’ strategic focus on

dismantling Jewish participation in the fashion industry. As laws

increasingly marginalize Jews, initiatives like ADEFA arise, systematically

excluding Jewish talent from the clothing trade and branding their

contributions as undesirable. The notion of ‘Aryan’ fashion takes hold,

buttressed by state propaganda, which serves to delegitimize and

dehumanize Jewish individuals.

Amidst this turmoil, the chapter details Kristallnacht—the Night of Broken

Glass—an orchestrated pogrom against Jewish businesses in November

1938. This violent event marks a significant escalation in the Nazi campaign

against the Jewish population, leaving destruction in its wake. Across

Germany, windows are smashed, synagogues burned, and Jewish-owned

businesses vandalized, while the wider German public oscillates between

apathy and opportunism.

Touched by these events, young Irene Reichenberg in Bratislava recognizes

the urgency of her situation as Jewish refugees flood the city, each fleeing

increasing violence. Unable to foresee a path to safety, her family’s

impoverishment leaves them vulnerable. The chapter concludes with Irene

and her friend Bracha contemplating a plan for survival, one that revolves

around their skills in sewing and the industry that once symbolized hope for

many. 
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Thus, this chapter weaves together individual narratives and broader

historical themes, illustrating how fashion becomes intertwined with the

brutality of political ideologies, shaping lives and destinies amidst the

darkness of oppression.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 3. What Next, How to Continue?

Chapter 3 Summary: What Next, How to Continue?

In Spring 1939, as fashion magazines celebrated lighter fabrics and stylish

designs, the reality on the ground was grim. Hitler's visit to Prague on March

18, marked the Nazi regime's formal takeover of Czechoslovakia, quickly

followed by the heartbreak of its dissolution. With promises of greater

German influence came waves of anti-Jewish sentiment, culminating in Nazi

policies designed to eradicate Jewish presence from society, both

economically and socially. The chilling chant of "Juden raus!" ("Jews out!")

echoed across newly acquired territories, laying the groundwork for future

atrocities.

Amidst this turmoil, young Jewish women like Irene Reichenberg grappled

not only with the loss of their childhood innocence but with the terrifying

reality of anti-Semitic violence and systematic dispossession. Irene's sister,

Edith, had stepped into a homemaker’s role following the death of their

mother, while Jewish identities increasingly became marked by public

humiliation—most notably the requirement to wear a yellow Star of David.

This societal stigma was enforced by a government profoundly influenced

by anti-Semitic ideology, spearheaded by figures such as Josef Tiso and

Vojtech Tuka, both of whom sought to exploit Jewish assets for personal
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gain.

As decrees stripped Jews of their right to conduct business, families like

Irene's faced desperation. Her father's shoemaking business was rendered

illegal; he resorted to accepting small jobs under the table, amidst growing

threats and acts of violence targeting Jewish livelihoods. Similarly, Bracha

�B�e�r�k�o�v�i�
�’�s� �f�a�m�i�l�y� �l�o�s�t� �t�h�e�i�r� �t�a�i�l�o�r�i�n�g� �b�u�s�i�n�e�s�s� �t�o� �a�n� �"�A�r�i�s�a�t�o�r�,�"� �a� �n�o�n�-�J�e�w�i�s�h

owner who would reap the benefits of their hard work.

The environment grew increasingly treacherous as Jewish individuals across

Slovakia began to register their assets, only to see them seized. These

actions followed a grim pattern compassionate considerableness of those

who were merely bystanders—some became opportunists, willing to profit

from Jewish misfortune.

Hunya Volkmann in Germany felt the weight of these changes, with her

husband Nathan facing the threat of labor roundup. Despite her relative

safety with a Czech passport, Hunya’s desperation grew. When Nathan was

ultimately taken, she, demonstrating fierce love and resilience, sought to

improve his chances of survival by procuring sturdy shoes, knowing they

would be essential for the labor he faced ahead.

In contrast, young Jewish women in camps began honing skills like sewing

and tailoring as they faced the growing reality of forced labor. The story of
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Irene and her friends encapsulates their struggle for dignity and survival in a

world marked by tyranny and oppression. They learned to sew from skilled,

but increasingly desperate, seamstresses who had faced similar challenges,

providing a semblance of community and purpose amidst despair.

As the Nazi regime escalated its campaign against Jews, the looming

shadow of the Holocaust complicated the lives of those in Slovakia.

Deportations commenced in March 1942, uprooting families from their

homes under the guise of labor—an excruciating precursor to the genocide

that awaited them. Within this atmosphere of fear, uncertainty, and loss,

resilience blossomed among those targeted, as women found solidarity in

one another and a need to carve out survival through the very skills the

Nazis sought to erase. 

Ultimately, this chapter encapsulates the struggle against oppressive forces

and transitions from a normal life to one filled with stripped rights and

dispossession, illustrating the relentless and tragic unfolding of events

leading to the Holocaust.
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Chapter 4: 4. The Yellow Star

### Chapter 4: The Yellow Star

In September 1941, Herta Fuchs recounts that she began wearing the yellow

Star of David, a symbol imposed upon Jews across Europe, which marked

them as different and vulnerable. This chapter captures the gravity of life as

a Jewish person in Slovakia during the Holocaust, blending personal

narratives with historical context to illustrate the oppression faced by Jews.

The Yad Vashem archives hold a poignant collection of identity cards from

Holocaust victims in Slovakia. These cards, adorned with black and white

photographs, feature everyday people in normal attire, starkly contrasting the

glamorous imagery often found in modern fashion. Each photograph

captures a unique individual, yet they all bear the same stamp identifying

them as Jews, a painful reminder of their otherness in a society that had

turned against them.

Among these identities is Irené Reichenberg. She, like many others,

complied with the government’s orders to register at the Jewish Centre in

Bratislava, despite her apprehensions regarding the rumors circulating about

forced labor camps and deportations. This sense of foreboding hung over the

community, yet many lived in denial or disbelief regarding the true nature of
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their peril. Irené had ties to an underground movement; her sister's husband,

Leo Kohn, used his printing skills to create fake IDs to evade Nazi

attention—a small gesture of defiance in desperate times.

As the environment grew increasingly perilous, Jews faced a harrowing

choice: either expose themselves for a glimmer of hope or risk everything by

hiding. Many opted to go into hiding, like Käthe and Leo, or to escape to

neighboring countries promising safety. Others, however, chose to remain

visible, believing they could somehow avoid the worst. The pressure built to

comply with Nazi demands was immense; many feared that non-compliance

would endanger their families.

In February 1942, life transformed unnervingly as unambiguous orders

appeared on billboards mandating unmarried Jewish girls over sixteen to

report to work camps. Faced with this ultimatum, Irené and her sister Edith,

along with many others, found themselves caught between despair and

compliance, trusting that reporting for “work” would be safer than defiance. 

On March 23, Irené and Edith were summoned to the Patrónka factory,

where despair loomed. As they and others arrived, they faced the grim

reality of overcrowded and desperate conditions, unwittingly stepping

toward an uncertain fate. Preparations meant weighing practical necessities

against their will to present themselves with dignity—dressing well might

mitigate some humiliation.
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Once at Patrónka, alongside fellow detainees, they witnessed the chilling

process of confiscation. Jewelry and personal belongings were stripped away

under the guise of protocol. The Slovak government, in collaboration with

Nazi demands, sought to dispossess Jewish citizens systematically while

fulfilling quotas for labor. 

�F�o�r� �t�h�o�s�e� �l�i�k�e� �B�r�a�c�h�a� �B�e�r�k�o�v�i�
� �a�n�d� �h�e�r� �s�i�s�t�e�r� �K�a�t�k�a�,� �t�h�e� �p�e�n�a�l�t�i�e�s� �f�o�r

noncompliance became painfully real when they voluntarily reported to a

camp to aid a loved one, leading to their own deportation. Households of the

Jews were drained of possessions, and what remained of Jewish lives was

cataloged and stripped away, effectively erasing their identities.

All the women, including Irené, Bracha, Marta, and others trapped in that

harrowing timeline, were loaded into cattle cars destined for an unknown

fate. The atmosphere inside was heavy with dread—no food, no water, and

the dark promise of an impending horror they could not fully grasp.

As their journeys converged towards Auschwitz, the women faced an abrupt

reality: they were not merely being relocated for labor, but rather were on a

one-way trip to desolation. The trains they boarded had become conduits of

human despair, transporting lives that would soon be irrevocably altered.

Ultimately, every transport heralded a heartbreaking truth: the eerie echo of
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cargo in motion was underscored by screams for help, muffled cries, and the

somber resignation of those trapped inside. Thus, the unique stories of Irené,

Bracha, and countless others intertwine within this dark chapter, leading

them towards an unfathomable end, their humanity reduced to mere statistics

in the Nazi regime's merciless machinery.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5. The Customary Reception

### Chapter 5: The Customary Reception

�B�r�a�c�h�a� �B�e�r�k�o�v�i�
� �w�a�s� �a�m�o�n�g� �t�h�e� �t�h�o�u�s�a�n�d�s� �o�f� �J�e�w�i�s�h� �w�o�m�e�n� �b�e�i�n�g

transported to Auschwitz in April 1942. Before her deportation, she was a

well-dressed girl, but upon arrival, the scene shifted dramatically as they

were met with shouts and aggression from SS guards urging them to leave

their cattle cars. In the chaos, her suitcase was left behind, and while her

sister Katka stood nearby, Bracha felt helpless. 

The unloading platform at Auschwitz was a bewildering sight. New arrivals,

who for a fleeting moment were treated as civilians, observed men in striped

uniforms working in the fields. Many assumed they were mentally deranged.

What they didn’t realize was that these men were prisoners similarly marked

for reduced humanity.

New arrivals were soon marched through wire-fenced paths toward the

Stammlager, the camp's main area, under an archway that read "Arbeit

Macht Frei" or "Work Sets You Free," a deceptive motto that belied the grim

reality awaiting them. Bracha's group was processed later in the day, and

they were quickly herded into a barrack, which had been modified to

accommodate vast numbers of women. 
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As they settled into their grim new home, the environment was governed by

the kapos, prisoners tasked with enforcing camp rules, who often wielded

disproportionate power and cruelty. The fear instilled by these inmate

overseers compounded the psychological burden of the newcomers. For

Bracha and Katka, survival instinct kicked in, prompting them to hide their

possessions in the barrack’s eaves, a decision spurred by the fear of theft.

The first night introduced additional horrors; basic hygiene facilities were

filthy, and food scarcity was evident even in their miserable rations. In the

morning, Bracha received a shock when she spotted her friend, Irene, in the

next block, who indicated by gestures that she would undergo the same

process of humiliating strip search they all dreaded. 

These first transports brought over 6,000 women from Slovakia to

Auschwitz. The processing wasn’t an empty routine but a calculated means

to strip away their identities and autonomy. As they arrived and were

commanded to undress, they were plunged into an experience rife with

shame and dehumanization. Clothing, which once held individual

significance, was systematically removed, literally stripping them of their

previous lives and dignity. The undressing procedure was marked by harsh

orders and forced exposure, shattering any remnants of their former selves,

while some SS guards watched with disdain and amusement.
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The traumatic experience escalated as guards brutally shaved their heads and

even pubic hair. The act of cutting hair, traditionally a powerful symbol of

femininity, was devoid of artistry, leaving them with a starkness that

reinforced their enforced anonymity. This process moved beyond mere

hygiene; it was about erasure—removing evidence of their individuality,

dignity, and human worth.

As they bathed, a grim reality dawned on Bracha and her companions—they

were not simply being cleansed but loomed on the brink of a much darker

purpose, cloaked in the guise of “disinfection.” The Nazis streamlined their

murder methods, turning deception into an industrial process that began with

the arrival and undressing of new prisoners. Camp conditions were

exacerbated by filth, and the prevalent lice-ridden atmosphere posed threats

to both health and survival.

Bracha and Irene discovered the unnerving strategy of the SS: to force

captives to strip before entering what they were misled to believe were

shower facilities, a tactic employed to facilitate mass murder under the guise

of hygiene. The sight of prisoners discarding clothing for routine washing

ironically forged a connection to cruel compliance, which would be

exploited for future exterminations—a harrowing transition to systematic

execution.

When new arrivals like Hunya Volkmann later reached Auschwitz, they
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found themselves in an environment filled with further deception. What they

believed to be bath facilities were often intended for horrific ends. Even the

clothes forcibly distributed after the initial cleansing rites bore the burden of

tragic stories, along with the inevitable lice that plagued them, manifesting

the degradation of humanity.

As clothing became emblematic of their suffering, it became crucial not only

for survival but also for maintaining a sense of identity amidst systematic

dispair. The prisoners devised small acts of rebellion and kindness, sharing

stolen sewing needles to create private pockets of dignity and ownership

over their scant possessions.

The chapter weaves the experiences of multiple women, including Bracha

and Hunya, revealing the immediate social hierarchy within the camp,

driven by clothing and physical semblance. Prisoners learned that clothing

symbolized not just dignity but also survival, concluding their temporary

identities as inmates through their assigned numbers. Bracha received hers

along with her sister, forever marking their erasure as individuals. 

In an environment stripped of compassion, resilience was forged through

bonds formed from shared experiences. The women, once teachers, students,

and homemakers, now faced their unsettling transformation into mere tokens

of despair: "zugangi"—newcomers, thrust into a haunting world

systematically engineered for their annihilation. Only time would tell if
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surviving their initial practices of strip and spray would grant them the

chance to work toward salvation rather than despair.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6. You Want to Stay Alive

### Chapter 6: You Want to Stay Alive

In a bleak environment where survival seemed improbable, the power of

hope is portrayed through the character of Bracha, an optimistic woman who

encourages her friends—Irene, Katka, and Renée—to envision a future

beyond the confines of Auschwitz. Despite the constant reminder of death in

the smoke rising from the nearby crematorium, Bracha's resolve shines

through as she promises that one day they will reunite over coffee and

pastries, symbols of a normal, carefree life.

However, reality starkly contrasts Bracha's optimism. The women endure

horrific living conditions, where food is scarce and of poor

quality—essentially turnip water and coarse bread. Food quickly becomes a

source of desperation, leading to fights among the women who are ravaged

by hunger, as seen through Renée's distaste at witnessing the savage

competition for scraps.

As the narrative unfolds, new elements of their distorted lives in Auschwitz

reveal the stark inequality between the guards and inmates, exemplified in a

diary entry by Johan Paul Kremer, an SS doctor, who boasted of his lavish

meals while the prisoners starve. This shocking disparity is reflected further
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in the daily struggles of the women, who labor under grueling conditions on

backbreaking tasks that defy their former lives, such as dredging ponds or

demolishing homes. Despite their labor, women like Bracha and her friends

retain a fierce determination to survive, forming crucial bonds that provide

emotional support amidst the physical and psychological assault of camp

life.

The chapter emphasizes the dehumanization inflicted upon the Jewish

women, stripped of their identities, dignity, and dreams. Yet Bracha remains

a pillar of hope, continually wondering when they will return home and

determined to protect her sister and friends. It reveals a complex web of

relationships that develop in the face of adversity—a humanizing element

resisting the brutal oppression of the SS.

On July 17, 1942, an inspection by Heinrich Himmler serves as a stark

reminder of the power dynamics at play. The SS exhibit their authority,

parading through the camp while the prisoners are relegated to mere props in

a chilling performance. This event emphasizes the industrial nature of

Auschwitz, with prisoners exploited as a means to fulfill Nazi ambitions for

profit and extermination.

As the story progresses to August 1942, the women's living conditions

worsen when they are transferred to Birkenau, where the barracks are

cramped and squalid. The chapter introduces the concept of "Kanada," the
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storage site for the plunder taken from arriving Jews—representative of both

a source of temporary relief through stolen goods and the grim reality of

their lives as they sort through the remains of lives lost.

While in Kanada, Bracha, Irene, and Katka experience fleeting moments of

joy, finding fruits and goods that remind them of their past lives. Yet, these

small comforts are overshadowed by the grim knowledge that their work

facilitates the Nazi regime’s theft and murder. They become acutely aware

that each item they handle may belong to someone who was just eliminated

in the gas chambers.

Unbeknownst to them, hidden treasures within the possessions provide

opportunities for small acts of defiance against their oppressors.

Nevertheless, the psychological toll of their reality weighs heavily, leading

to experiences of grief as they uncover personal items belonging to their

deceased family members, particularly the impact of losing their parents

becoming a major theme.

As typhus and louse infestations devastate the camp, the chapter highlights

the constant struggle against disease and deprivation, exacerbated by the

indifferent cruelty of the guards. The harsh impact of selections represents

the precariousness of life—an ecosystem of survival dependent on remaining

fit for labor, with death lurking at every corner. Bracha’s encouragement for

Irene to endure dark moments underscores the strength of emotional ties,
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making it clear that without such connections, surrender to despair could

become the sole option.

This chapter encapsulates the overarching themes of survival, resilience, and

the importance of community amid inhumanity, while foreshadowing the

relentless challenges that lie ahead in their quest to endure. As the women

navigate their way through the oppressive fog of Auschwitz, the semblance

of a future remains grounded in the bonds they forge, reminding them of

what they have lost and what they still hope to reclaim.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Power of Hope and Community

Critical Interpretation: In the darkest of times, like those faced by

Bracha and her friends in Auschwitz, it is the presence of hope and a

supportive community that can ignite our will to survive and thrive.

When you cultivate relationships and foster optimism, even amid

adversity, you create a lifeline that transcends despair. Just as Bracha's

dreams of reuniting over coffee and pastries encouraged her friends to

persevere, you too can find strength in the bonds you form with

others, reminding you that resilience and hope can illuminate even the

most challenging paths.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7. I Want to Live Here Till I Die

### Chapter 7: I Want to Live Here Till I Die

Marta Fuchs, a talented dressmaker from Bratislava, found herself in an

incongruous paradise—a garden within the confines of the commandant's

villa at Auschwitz. Surrounded by blooming roses, buzzing bees, and

children at play, the garden was an unexpected oasis contrasted sharply with

the grim realities of the camp just beyond the garden walls. This beauty,

however, was the product of the horrors of the Holocaust, cultivated through

the forced labor of prisoners.

Hedwig Höss, the commandant Rudolf Höss’s wife, reveled in the garden’s

charm, which had been meticulously designed and maintained by prisoners.

The garden, while a symbol of Hedwig’s domestic bliss, was rooted in a

disturbing reality: it served as a slave plantation, sustaining the high life of

the SS through the exploitation of Jewish and other oppressed peoples. The

plants were fertilized with human ash—an appalling reminder of the death

and suffering around them.

Marta had been assigned to the Höss household, where she began as a

domestic servant. Her skills soon elevated her role to that of the chief

seamstress, enabling her to save lives by utilizing her position to protect
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fellow inmates. Despite facing degradation and degradation herself, she

remained resilient. She made clothing for the Höss children from garments

looted from the deceased while the children remained blissfully unaware of

the grim realities surrounding them.

The children—Püppi, Kindi, Klaus, and Hans-Jürgen—viewed Marta as a

friend, often inviting her to play. Yet, the eldest, Klaus, was a troubling

presence, indoctrinated into Hitler Youth ideologies, exhibiting signs of

cruelty toward the prisoners. The Höss family lived a comfortable life,

entirely detached from the atrocities committed on a massive scale under

Rudolf’s command.

Marta learned to navigate the expectations of the household and found

�k�i�n�s�h�i�p� �w�i�t�h� �f�e�l�l�o�w� �p�r�i�s�o�n�e�r�s�.� �S�t�a�n�i�s�B�a�w� �D�u�b�i�e�l�,� �a� �g�a�r�d�e�n�e�r� �i�n� �t�h�e� �H�ö�s�s

villa, developed connections with the underground resistance, which further

illustrated the complex web of survival and defiance that existed even amid

oppression. Huddled under the watchful eyes of the SS, Marta and her

friends formed a tight-knit community that sought to undermine the regime

while fulfilling their roles.

As Marta sewed in the attic, she faced anti-Semitic contempt from Hedwig,

who would often bemoan Jewish laziness while simultaneously praising

Marta’s skill. This paradox demonstrated a gruesome reality within the

camp: the husbandry of oppressors and the artistry of the oppressed
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coexisted uncomfortably. Hedwig’s endeavors often blended the luxurious

with the horrifying; she utilized items stolen from victims to fulfill her desire

for status, often requiring Marta to reproduce and alter garments in her

ever-expanding wardrobe.

Hedwig’s increasingly extravagant requests highlighted the greed and moral

disconnect of the SS families living in Auschwitz. They made use of the

Jewish labor force for their comforts while creating façades of normalcy in

an extermination camp. Social events for SS leaders were characterized by

fine dining and leisure, a stark contrast to the dire conditions faced by the

prisoners.

As the commandant’s wife, Hedwig took on the role of a maternal figure not

just to her own children but also to the young female guards, offering them a

level of intimacy to handle their emotional turmoil. However, she

propagated the same ideologies of hatred that fueled the extermination

process, denying complicity in the atrocities by dabbling in domestic

concerns.

Despite the suffocating environment, Marta used her elevated status to

collaborate with prisoners and smuggle messages and food, seeking to carve

out small acts of resistance within the broader framework of cruelty.

The chapter concludes by reflecting on the relationship between SS wives
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and the repercussions of their privileged lives amidst genocide. It poses

troubling questions about complicity, awareness, and moral blindness,

ultimately framing Marta’s struggle within the convoluted dynamics of life

in Auschwitz—a sacred garden amidst a backdrop of death.
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Chapter 8: 8. Out of Ten Thousand Women

### Chapter 8 Summary: Out of Ten Thousand Women

In the harrowing atmosphere of Birkenau during the summer of 1943, Irene

Reichenberg, a Jewish prisoner, faces the grim reality of being chosen by her

number—2786, a fate that typically spells doom. Despair envelops her as

she mourns the loss of her three sisters. However, her mention of being a

dressmaker during the initial assessment becomes a stroke of luck. This

profession opens doors, granting her a place in the Upper Tailoring Studio, a

fashion salon established in Auschwitz by Hedwig Höss.

Irene's unexpected selection stems from family ties, specifically her

connection to Kapo Marta Fuchs, who manages the salon. Marta, using her

privileged position, begins to gather other skilled seamstresses, emphasizing

how networks of familial and national bonds can provide crucial protection

in the camp's brutal hierarchy. While Commandant Höss dismisses the

significance of these connections, he simultaneously exhibits his ignorance

of the complex human relationships formed under extreme duress. 

As the chapter unfolds, we learn about the resilience of prisoners who,

despite facing relentless hardships, manage to establish a semblance of

�c�o�m�m�u�n�i�t�y�.� �W�o�m�e�n� �l�i�k�e� �B�r�a�c�h�a� �a�n�d� �K�a�t�k�a� �B�e�r�k�o�v�i�
� �a�l�s�o� �f�i�n�d� �t�h�e�i�r� �w�a�y� �i�n�t�o
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the salon, and their arrival sets off a chain reaction of connection and

survival strategies among inmates. The Upper Tailoring Studio becomes a

haven for these women, which highlights the vital role of solidarity and

support in maintaining a semblance of humanity amidst the horror.

The narrative also juxtaposes the privileged experiences of the seamstresses

against the horrific reality for others in the camp. Hunya Volkmann, with her

number 46351, faces despair before being saved by friendship while in the

prisoner Revier. She manages to secure a position at the Stabsgebäude—an

administrative hub far removed from the filth and violence of Birkenau.

Hunya’s journey from despair to a position of relative safety underscores the

precarious nature of survival in Auschwitz and the importance of loyalty

among prisoners.

The Stabsgebäude, repurposed from a former tobacco factory, offers the

seamstresses better living conditions and access to amenities like running

water, standing in stark contrast to the horrors of Birkenau. The work

environment, while still a part of the oppressive camp system, allows the

women to regain a sense of dignity through their craftsmanship. Hunya and

her fellow seamstresses find themselves creating beautiful garments for

high-ranking SS officials, which embodies a deep irony: the very act of

creating beauty is an assertion of their humanity against a backdrop of

dehumanization.
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As Hunya adjusts to her new surroundings, she becomes part of a tight-knit

group that fosters camaraderie and support. Each woman contributes to the

fabric of this community, sharing stories, memories, and the simple joys that

prove essential to their survival. For women like Irene and Hunya, the

chance to work and connect transforms their despair into resilience. 

However, the constant presence of SS guards hangs over them like a dark

cloud. The interaction between the guards and the inmates during fittings is

fraught with tension, underscoring the underlying power dynamics.

Prisoners like Hunya and Bracha operate under constant threat while trying

to navigate their precarious new roles. The dressmaking studio becomes a

space both of small joys and understated rebellion, where acts of defiance

occasionally surface, such as when Lulu Grünberg risks punishment by

taunting an SS officer's child.

Ultimately, Marta Fuchs emerges as a figure of compassion and strength, not

merely a kapo, but a protector who rallies the women around her, striving to

aid them as much as possible. Her actions within the sewing studio reflect a

commitment to preserving dignity amid chaos, and her growing involvement

with resistance adds a layer of tension and hope to the narrative.

Through the lens of the Upper Tailoring Studio, the chapter illustrates the

resilience of spirit found in a community of women—each grappling with

loss, survival, and the persistent flicker of hope in the darkest of times. As
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their skills flourish, so do their bonds, creating an extended family forged in

suffering, uplifting one another against the oppressive forces of their reality.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 9. Solidarity and Support

### Chapter 9: Solidarity and Support

Amid the brutal reality of Auschwitz, a focus on solidarity and support

emerged, even in the darkest of times. Marta Fuchs, a resilient seamstress at

the Upper Tailoring Studio, was at the heart of a network of underground

resistance, organizing acts of defiance amid the oppressive conditions.

Under her guidance, the dressmaking salon became a sanctuary not just for

seamstresses but for all who needed refuge.

Prisoners, such as Manci Schwalbová, showed extraordinary acts of

kindness, providing warmth and comfort even in despair. Resistance wasn’t

just about organized plots; it manifested in small but significant gestures of

humanity that nourished the spirit. The importance of clothing as a means of

survival and resistance became evident when a girl in a bathing suit

portrayed the chaos of their reality, her terrified recounting of a suicide by a

young dancer illuminating the madness surrounding them.

The dressmakers, though facing their own brutal realities, shared knowledge

and culture, forming bonds that transcended their dire circumstances. They

held classes and pooled resources, blossoming intellectually and socially – a

stark contrast to the brutality enforced by their captors. Some, like Anna
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Binder, used language and literature as forms of rebellion, even risking

punishment for their creative expressions.

Religious observance became a form of resistance for some Orthodox Jews,

who created prayer books and sought to observe special occasions secretly.

Meanwhile, the camp's SS commanded a façade of normalcy, allowing

events like a Christmas show to occur, providing a bitter reminder of the

absurdity of their situation.

Within the Stabsgebäude, camaraderie emerged as a defining characteristic.

Marta’s compassion and leadership nurtured a spirit of mutual aid. Even

small tokens of care, like sharing food or crafting a birthday present, lifted

spirits. They utilized every opportunity to smuggle in or share contraband,

from food to books, defying their circumstances as best they could.

The hospital within Auschwitz became another crucial site for resistance.

�I�n�m�a�t�e�s� �l�i�k�e� �D�r�.� �J�a�n�i�n�a� �K�o�[�c�i�u�s�z�k�o�w�a� �w�o�r�k�e�d� �t�i�r�e�l�e�s�s�l�y� �t�o� �s�a�v�e� �l�i�v�e�s�,� �o�f�t�e�n

at great personal risk. Similarly, Nurse Maria Stromberger, a non-Jewish

individual who volunteered at Auschwitz, became a vital link in the

resistance, smuggling messages and supplies to inmates.

Throughout this chapter, communication with the outside world remained a

lifeline. Letters and postcards sent from the camp, although monitored by the

Nazis, became channels for encoded messages and warnings about the
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unfolding horrors. Some prisoners even cleverly used euphemisms to convey

bad news or provide hidden messages. This ingenuity showcased their

tenacious spirit and desire to connect with loved ones while facing the stark

reality of Auschwitz.

Amid rising desperation, the section recalls multiple escape attempts,

including that of Rudolf Vrba, whose daring escape would ultimately reveal

the atrocities occurring at Auschwitz to the world. As conditions grew more

dire, with increased deportations from Hungary in 1944, Marta and her

friends recognized the urgent need for their actions to be heard. They

prepared for resistance, weighing the risks against the vital necessity of

bearing witness to the ongoing genocide.

As the chapter progresses, the realities of war and looming bomb raids

caused chaos within the camp. The response from the Germans shifted, and

there was a growing sense of vulnerability among the SS. Explosions

brought moments of unexpected freedom, albeit temporary, for those daring

to escape their confines.

Resistance thrived amid such tumult, even as camaraderie and courage

resulted in dire consequences for many. The chapter emphasizes the

collective strength found in shared experiences and mutual support,

reflecting the indomitable human spirit even in the face of overwhelming

evil. 
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Ultimately, as Marta prepares her escape plan, she represents the hope and

urgency for survival that permeates through the resilience of those like

Bracha, Hunya, and Katka, all of whom are unwilling to accept their fate

without a fight.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 10. The Air Smells Like Burning
Paper

### Chapter 10 Summary: "The Air Smells Like Burning Paper"

As Auschwitz faces imminent collapse under advancing Russian forces,

confusion reigns in the Stabsgebäude, where staff, led by Rudolf Höss under

Himmler's directives, scramble to eliminate incriminating records of mass

murders. Amid this chaos, dressmakers at the camp learn that their time is

over. Led by Marta, they entertain thoughts of freedom but are torn by

uncertainty regarding their fate as rumors swirl about potential bombings

and the SS’s intention to destroy evidence of their atrocities.

On January 17, 1945, the dressmakers receive their last workday notice,

leading them to hoard necessities for their unknown future despite

restrictions on clothing. The SS is simultaneously engaged in a frenzy of

looting, further complicating the overall turmoil as they prepare to retreat

from the encroaching Russian forces.

The following day, a harsh snowstorm kicks off the march, where tens of

thousands of prisoners are herded in freezing temperatures, many

encountering long-lost family members in a moment of bittersweet joy amid

despair. Hunya Volkmann reunites with her friend Ruth Ringer, and as
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discussions swirl among the inmates about whether to hide or join the

others, they decide to stay together. The column of prisoners begins its

march under the threat of SS guns, determined yet terrified.

As they march, those not in a position to go are left behind in the camp,

some tragically shot by the guards. Hunya, Brencha, Irene, and Renée

navigate through the chaos while managing their strength amidst

ever-dwindling food supplies. Amid overwhelming adversity, Marta shows

leadership by gathering sustenance, and gradually, the reality of their escape

becomes tangible.

As the march continues, it becomes evident that conditions are dire;

prisoners face incessant beatings, cold, and exhaustion, leading to increased

illness and desperation. In the midst of this, Marta and a select group seize

their chance to escape during a chaotic gathering at Löslau station,

disguising themselves as local Poles. Tragically, while Marta’s escape team

is crushed under gunfire soon after, survivors from the march face further

torment during their transfer to Ravensbrück concentration camp on open

coal wagons, exacerbated by the brutality of the SS.

At Ravensbrück, the surviving inmates endure harsh conditions, where far

fewer resources are available than in Auschwitz, and they must navigate a

constant struggle for survival within the camp. While some inmates have

managed to maintain their connections, others face separation from
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comrades. 

Hunya rises to manage food distribution and soon learns that there are plans

to transfer them. When the commandant flees Ravensbrück, the women

experience temporary liberation, rejoicing in a newfound freedom amidst the

chaos of post-war Europe. They encounter disbelieving civilians, many

burdened with the aftermath of a ravaged war.

Years of turmoil gradually give way to moments of reunion and heartache as

the survivors begin to reconnect with family and each other. Hunya, Bracha,

Katka, and others navigate their new lives, grappling with loss but also

discovering new beginnings. They slowly adapt to the world beyond the

camps, each carrying the scars of their experiences, yet finding solace and

empowerment in rebuilding their identities through family, friendships, and,

crucially, fashion.

In the aftermath, the narrative weaves in the fate of former SS members,

revealing their attempts at a new life while the survivors, like Bracha and

Hunya, attune to normalcy amidst the lingering trauma of their past.

As they struggle to reclaim their lives and rebuild themselves, the efforts of

the survivors speak to resilience, resistance, and the enduring power of

memory. Each dressmaker’s story reflects a journey of transformation,

crafting a new existence from the ashes of destruction.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Resilience in the Face of Adversity

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 10 of 'The Dressmakers of

Auschwitz,' the profound resilience displayed by the dressmakers

amid despair offers a powerful lesson in fortitude. As you navigate the

complexities and challenges of your own life, remember that like

Marta and her comrades, the ability to regroup, support one another,

and forge paths to freedom—even when faced with chaos and

uncertainty—can empower you to rise above difficulties. Their

journey teaches us that through solidarity, resourcefulness, and the

courage to stand firm against overwhelming odds, we can craft our

own narratives of survival and transformation, inspiring not only

ourselves but also those around us.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 11. They Want Us to Be Normal?

### Chapter 11: They Want Us to Be Normal?

In the quiet of her home in California, Mrs. Bracha Kohút, formerly

�B�e�r�k�o�v�i�
�,� �r�e�f�l�e�c�t�s� �o�n� �h�e�r� �l�i�f�e� �a�s� �s�h�e� �g�a�z�e�s� �a�t� �a� �p�h�o�t�o�g�r�a�p�h� �f�r�o�m� �1�9�4�2� �o�f� �h�e�r

family before their deportation to Auschwitz. At nearly 100 years old and

widowed, Bracha maintains her independence and sharp mind. Her cooking

traditions echo those of her own childhood in Slovakia, where she learned to

prepare meals with her family. As she serves a meal reminiscent of her past,

the contrast to her experiences in the camps is stark; Bracha's current life is a

testament to resilience after enduring the unimaginable horrors of the

Holocaust.

Bracha recounts her time in Auschwitz, marked by an agonizing struggle

against death. She speaks candidly about the aftermath of her traumatic

memories, how they are both compartmentalized and intertwined with her

present life. In the earlier years of motherhood, the Holocaust was a taboo

topic, with Bracha and her late husband Leo hoping to protect their sons,

Tom and Emil, from antisemitism in socialist Czechoslovakia. Their

eventual discovery of the family’s past led to different paths of

understanding; one son embraced the legacy, while the other preferred to

avoid it.
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Other survivors, like Irene Reichenberg, also grappled with the burden of

their pasts. While some suppressed their memories, needing to look forward

in the post-war years, Irene sought understanding through education and

dialogue, immersing herself in discussions about the Holocaust. The trauma

of their experiences often manifested in chronic anxiety and nightmares,

reflecting the lifelong wounds of many survivors. This chapter introduces

several dressmakers who navigated complex feelings about their survival

based on their wartime roles. 

Marta Fuchs, another survivor, humorously referred to her tattoo number as

"God’s telephone number," while also wrestling with survivor’s guilt for

having survived when so many perished. The long silences of survivors were

often shattered only by the inquiries of the next generation, indicating a

desire to confront painful histories. The text illustrates the disconnection that

can arise between those who lived through the Holocaust and those who

began to grapple with its significance years later.

The return of survivors to their past, as in Bracha’s case during trips to

Auschwitz, reveals the contrasting landscape of memory and reality. Modern

visitors pass through remnants of the camp with a detachment that starkly

contrasts with the tormented life endured by the women during the war. The

presence of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum today serves as a somber

reminder of the atrocities committed, yet also stands as an acknowledgment
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of survival and memory.

Dr. Lore Shelley, a Holocaust survivor and researcher, emerges as a central

figure in the quest to document and share the stories of survivors. The work

of gathering testimonies and artifacts shines a light on their experiences,

emphasizing the significance of community and relationships forged even in

the darkest days. Friendship was vital in the camps, as many women relied

on one another for emotional and, at times, physical survival. 

Sharing mementos becomes a symbolic act of preserving memories. The

stories and talents shared in sewing bind these women together in their long

journey of healing and remembrance. As Bracha reflects on her role as the

last living seamstress from the Upper Tailoring Studio, her

acknowledgement of past sorrows mingles with the joys of reconnecting

with survivors through community efforts. 

The chapter closes with a poignant acknowledgment of loss, as Bracha

Kohút passed away in February 2021. Her legacy and the stories of her

fellow survivors, marked by resilience, endurance, and friendship, continue

to resonate, urging future generations not to forget. Each woman's intricate

history serves as a reminder of the enduring power of memory and the

necessity of sharing their truths.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Importance of Community and Connection

Critical Interpretation: Imagine finding strength in friendship forged

through shared adversity, much like the dressmakers of Auschwitz did

during their unimaginable trials. Bracha's journey reflects how vital

community can be in overcoming life's darkest moments. As you

navigate your own struggles, consider how leaning on loved ones or

connecting with others can offer solace and strength. Each bond you

cultivate can serve as a lifeline, helping you navigate your personal

challenges, just as it did for those who faced horrors together,

reminding you that you are never truly alone.

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb

