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On April 10, 1944, Rudolf Vrba managed to escape from Auschwitz-Birkenau with a Jewish friend, Fred Wetzler. After a perilous 11 days’ march they made it back to their native country, Slovakia, and almost at once managed to establish contact with the leaders of the remainder of the Jewish community there (about 25,000 out of 88,000 souls). For three days the escapees conveyed in detail to the members of the Jewish Council the geographical plan of Auschwitz-Birkenau, the Germans’ method of mass murder (tattooing, gassing, and cremation) and the course of events they had witnessed there from the spring of 1942. Vrba and Wetzler gave an estimate of the number of Jews killed in Auschwitz in the period between June 1942 and April 1944  (about 1.75 million). They warned that preparations were being made for the murder of nearly 800,000 Jews from Hungary and the 3,000 Czech Jews who had been placed in a “family camp” and were designated for "special treatment" on June 20, 1944, six months to the day after their arrival.

The 30 pages Vrba-Wetzler report was the first document about the Auschwitz death camp to reach the free world and to be accepted as credible. Its authenticity broke the barrier of skepticism and apathy that had existed up to that point.  It is doubtful, however, that its content reached more than a small part of the prospective victims, though Vrba’s and Wetzler’s critical and alarming assessment was in the hands of Hungarian Jewish leaders as early as April 28 or early May 1944. During May and June 1944, about 437,000 Hungarian Jews boarded in good faith the “resettlement trains” that carried them to the Auschwitz death camps, where most were immediately gassed.           

Whereas the two escapees predicted extremely accurately the fate of the Hungarian Jews, what they could not have predicted was that their postwar memoirs and documented report would be kept from the Israeli Hebrew-reading public. In the present study, therefore, I try to delve into the mystery of Vrba’s disappearance not only from Auschwitz but also from Israeli textbooks and the Israeli Holocaust narrative.
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