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By the time the Holocaust ended, Paula Lebovics had experienced a ghetto, concentration camp, death
camp and the permanent separation of her family — and she was only 12 years old.

Born in Ostrowiec, Poland, on Sept. 25, 1933, Paula was the youngest of six siblings and lived
comfortably, surrounded by grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins. When Paula was just 6 years old,
the war began and her family was soon sent to an open ghetto a year later along with the rest of the
town’s Jewish population. When one of her brothers learned a year and a half later that there would be
a selection to send people to the Ostrowiec forced labor camp, Paula and her parents and siblings hid
for several months, desperate to avoid capture.

Paula was briefly separated from the rest of the family while moving between hiding places and
discovered by a Ukrainian soldier, who threw her against a wall so hard she was knocked unconscious.
After a year and a half in the Ostrowiec forced labor camp, Paula and her family were squeezed onto
cattle cars on Aug. 1, 1944, and sent to Auschwitz-Birkenau. Paula remembers sitting on her brother’s
shoulders just to be able to get whiffs of fresh air above the adults’ heads in the packed car. She was 10
years old.

At Auschwitz, Paula became a favorite of the guard of her barrack, a young Jewish woman, by singing
songs, and sometimes got extra food. Every day she witnessed beatings and killings, until the
approaching Soviet Army triggered the Germans to send the majority of camp inmates on death
marches to lands that were still under German control. The Soviet Army reached the camp on Jan. 27,
1945, and only the children, elderly and sick were left behind. Just before liberation, the sadistic Dr.
Josef Mengele offered to take the children to their families; though Paula refused, she later found the
few children who had volunteered shot dead just outside the camp.

After everything she had been through, it’s no surprise that Paula remembers a ragged Soviet soldier
crying as he held her in his lap when he found her in the liberated camp. He offered her his own meager
rations, and for the first time in a very long time, Paula felt that someone cared about her.

Paula’s mother was liberated in Auschwitz reunited in Birkenau with Paula, who was now 12. They spent
six years at a displaced persons (DP) camp in Germany. Paula’s father and two sisters had been killed,
but her three brothers survived and settled in Europe and Israel. When she was 18, Paula and her
mother immigrated to Detroit. She met her husband, Michael, also a Holocaust survivor, and they
married in 1957. They moved to Los Angeles and had two children, Dan and Linda, where they worked
together in Michael’s jewelry business.

Now retired, Paula lives in Encino, Calif., and continues to share her story with students around the
world. “Silence is not an option,” Lebovics says. “l want students to learn tolerance, to learn not to bully
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and not to hate.” She remains in touch with Miriam Ziegler Friedman and Ruth Muschkies Webber, her
closest friends in Auschwitz, who appear with her in the photograph. The three are all from Ostrowiec.
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