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By Alana Penny
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LATE IN THE AFTERNOON of Oct. 2, 1944, Vladimir
Munk, 19, stepped off a train and filed into line
behind his father, along with hundreds of other Jewish
prisoners, at Auschwitz-Birkenau — Nazi Germany’s
largest concentration camp.
Schutzstaffel officers asked each of them a few questions
and then directed them to the left or the right. Munk’s father
went left; he went right. “Later I learned the people who
walked left, the majority of our transport,” he says, “marched
directly to the gas chambers 20 to 30 minutes later.”
In 1942, Munk and his family started out in Terezín,
a concentration camp 30 miles north of Prague in what
was then the Protectorate of Bohemia during World War II
— the place where he met Kitty, his beloved wife, whom
he married in 1949.
When he and his father were deported to Auschwitz,
they were told it was because they needed strong healthy
people to work for the Germans and build them a new
camp. When they arrived, they realized it was actually just
their solution to overcrowding.
On Jan. 18, 1945, Munk was awakened in the middle
of the night and removed from his barracks. Everyone
at the camp was lined up and counted — then counted
again and then counted again. They were each given a
loaf of bread and told they must march west. If they
couldn’t keep up, they would be shot. When they needed
to use the bathroom, prisoners had to run ahead of the
group, squat on the ground and be done before the end
of the line passed them. If they were too slow, the last
guard would shoot them.
Munk walked this death march for two full days. On
the morning of the third day, he did not think he could
walk any farther. He pushed himself to the front of the
procession, where the strongest men were pushing carts
full of officers’ belongings. He held onto a cart, making
it appear as though he was helping push it, when really it
was helping pull him forward.
That night, they arrived at another concentration camp
called Blechhammer. They were instructed to enter the
barracks for the night. Munk found a bed, crawled in and
fell asleep immediately. When he woke up, the camp was
empty; everyone was gone. “They left me because they

thought I was dead, or they didn’t see me and forgot me,
so I was liberated,” he says.
Munk found a Romanian Jew, around the same age as
him, who had also been left behind. The two young men
ventured out for food and spotted some houses nearby. The
houses had been abruptly deserted by their inhabitants at the
sound of approaching Soviet tanks. They let themselves in.
They found fresh baked bread and warm clothing to take
with them. When they were ready to venture back to the
concentration camp, there were two soldiers outside. It was
hard to tell if they wore German or Russian uniforms because
their uniforms were covered in white blankets. The soldiers
saw the prisoners and waved them over.
“In my mind, I said, ‘This is really bad luck; the first
day I am liberated […] I meet two German soldiers who
[will] shoot me dead,’” Munk says.
The soldiers were in fact German, but all they asked
was, “Have you seen any Russians?” They said they
hadn’t, and they were free to go.
Two days later, the Soviets came to the concentration
camp. They gave each prisoner a slip of paper, or bumazhka,
with their name allowing them transportation on Soviet
army vehicles. Their first stop was back to a camp where
they had previously been imprisoned. From there, Munk
made his way to Krakow where he spent a month in the
hospital with pneumonia.
In early May, Munk finally made his way back to
his birthplace — Pardubice, Czechoslovakia. As he
walked down the street, he saw a store he recognized.
The owners were friends of his parents and survivors of
Terezín. They took him in, fed him and let him shower.
His aunt, who was not Jewish, housed him for the
summer, as he took the examinations he needed to pass
to complete high school. Munk passed the exams and
enrolled in a technical university in Prague that fall.
In the 1960s, while working at a lab doing research
related to microbiology and biochemistry, he was
published in a Czech magazine that was translated to
English. A scientist in Alberta read it and wrote to him;
they became “pen friends” — writing to each other every
so often. That same scientist became the dean of sciences
at SUNY Plattsburgh and invited him to come to the
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United States as a visiting professor.
Munk agreed and moved with his family
to teach at SUNY. When the Soviet Union
invaded Czech Republic in 1968, Munk’s
visa was cancelled and he was ordered to
return. He did not want to return to his
homeland. He was offered a permanent
job, a full professorship and tenure and he
taught microbiology at SUNY Plattsburgh
until 1990 when he retired.
Now 96 years old, Munk is incredibly
open about his experiences in concentration
camps. He has spoken at local middle and
high schools and is the subject of Return to
Auschwitz: The Survival of Vladimir Munk,
a film co-produced by Julie Canepa, Bruce
Carlin and Paul Frederick.
“It’s been 75 years [since liberation],
so there are very few survivors left to tell
their stories. That is one of the reasons
why it is so important to tell Vladimir’s
story now,” Canepa says. “He is a survivor
living [right] here in our community and
we are so fortunate to be able to have him
share it with people. We need to ensure
that not only the horrific events he and his
family endured but also the memory of his
loved ones that perished there are never
forgotten.”
Munk and Canepa first met when she
played music at Lake Forest with her singing partner, Tim Hartnett. Canepa later
wrote a seven-article series about Munk

for a local newspaper. Every Sunday, she
visited Munk at his apartment, with a notebook full of questions to ask him. One
Sunday, she brought Fredrick to film, and
they talked for four hours.
As the articles came out, Munk began
to receive letters. They came from people
in the community, asking when the next
installment would come out and thanking
him for sharing his experiences.
In 2019, he received an invitation
from Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial
Foundation to return to Auschwitz as part
of a Survivor’s Delegation for the 75th
anniversary of their liberation from the
camp. He brought Canepa as his companion. Carlin and Fredrick went along to
film Vladimir’s journey, and that footage
became the basis for Return to Auschwitz:
The Survival of Vladimir Munk.
“Vladimir is really a special person,”
Canepa says. “He is a very strong and witty
and bright and he is an amazing person, so
we want not only to share the film, but also
to share him with everyone.”
The Strand Center for the Arts in
Plattsburgh will show “Return to
Auschwitz: The Survival of Vladimir
Munk” on Saturday, Sept. 18 at 7 p.m.
and Friday, Sept. 24 at 7 p.m. A Q&A
will follow. Tickets cost $20. For more
information, visit strandcenter.org.

