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BIOGRAPHY

Max Eisen is a Hungarian Jew who was deported to Auschwitz in the spring of 
1944, at the age of fifteen. He is a passionate speaker and educator who volunteers 
at the Sarah and Chaim Neuberger Holocaust Education Centre and the Friends of 
Simon Wiesenthal Center for Holocaust Studies in Toronto. Max received an honor
ary doctorate (LLD) from Trent University in 2018. His memoir, By Chance Alone, 
was the winner of CBC Canada Reads in 2019. He currently resides in Toronto with 
his wife, Ivy.

MESSAGE FROM THE AUTHOR

Since my book’s publication in 2016, I’ve been gratified to see how well it has been 
accepted by the public, the educational community, and military and policing orga
nizations across the country. The book’s success has afforded me the opportunity to 
fulfill what I feel is my mission in life: to teach people about the events of the past 
so that we can build a better future. In today’s world of conflict and intoler ance, I 
hope my message will help young minds understand the grave social consequences 
of ignorance and indifference to the plight of targeted groups.

The book takes the reader through my life, from a normal childhood to the chaotic 
and devastating events of the Second World War and beyond. It’s a story of survival 
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and— ultimately—recovery and rebuilding. Throughout, I have endeavoured to relate 
events in a very detailed way so readers can put themselves in my shoes and essentially 
relive my experiences. In so doing, I have tried to document the means for survival 
under the most difficult circumstances. I’ve also highlighted how brave individuals, 
acting on their own initiative despite the risks, made conscious choices to take action 
and come to the aid of others. By Chance Alone is a story of courage, determination, 
and resiliency.

In addition to being an author, I have been a speaker/educator for over twenty 
five years. During that time, I’ve spoken to students and other groups of people 
across Canada. It has been a particular privilege to see the impact my story has had 
on young people. Over the years, I have received countless letters from students—
many have embraced my message of perseverance and adaptability under difficult 
circumstances as a road map for life. It seems to me that today’s young people are in 
great need of hearing stories of hope and courage in a world of disruption and rapid 
change.

In using my life experiences as a teaching tool, educators may find a number of 
relevant themes:

1. How ignorance can lead to intolerance, which leads to hate.
2. How preparation and training build resiliency.
3. How individuals are responsible for confronting acts of hate.
4. How society deals with social and economic challenges in times of change.
5. How we can protect our freedom and democracy when these things are 

under threat.

Our youth are the future. Having the opportunity to help educate them has 
been one of the most fulfilling parts of my life. I would be pleased to support your 
teaching efforts in any way I can.

Max
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OVERVIEW OF EDUCATOR’S GUIDE

This educator’s guide addresses Grade 10 History and English curriculum expecta
tions; however, activities are easily adaptable to other grade levels and subject areas. 
Using curriculum expectations, you can guide students in developing gradespecific 
skills while exploring a powerful firsthand account that puts a human story to the 
statistic of six million Jewish victims from this defining moment in our world’s his
tory. Activity suggestions can be applied to independent, smallgroup, and/or whole
class settings.

The guide was devised with the understanding that students had some prior 
knowledge of the Holocaust. They will need some basic information about the his
tory of the Holocaust (e.g., antiSemitism, propaganda, Treaty of Versailles, rise of 
Nazism) before responding to the tasks in this guide.

The goal of this guide is to support you in using written testimony to teach 
about the Holocaust. Firsthand accounts of the Holocaust and other world events 
humanize the facts and figures, and they allow students to gain a deeper under
standing of and think more critically about the topic at hand.

Birkenau at the end of the line. Photo by Ian Jones.
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ABOUT THE GUIDE’S  CREATOR

Melissa Mikel was an education consultant and director of education with Friends 
of Simon Wiesenthal Center for Holocaust Studies from 2008 to 2018. The role 
included intensive training through the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles and 
the AuschwitzBirkenau State Museum in Poland. Melissa’s professional training is 
in education. She began her career teaching at a small private elementary school in 
Brighton, Ontario. She received her master of arts in education from the Ontario 
Institute for Studies in Education at the University of Toronto and is currently pursu
ing a second master’s degree in Holocaust and genocide studies. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR A UNIT  ON THE HOLOCAUST

Because of the sensitive nature of studying about the Holocaust—along with the per
sistent denialism that continues to spread—scholars have extensively researched how 
to authentically and meaningfully teach the subject to students. First and foremost, 
Holocaust teaching must reflect the age and cognitive ability of the students and be 
adapted to fit their needs as learners. According to researchers, a Holocaust unit 
should include the following:

• a presentation of the Holocaust that is consistent and reflects authentic 
statistics and historical documentation (e.g., use of primary resources);

• personal testimony that humanizes the statistics (ideally through both 
written and video/inperson testimony);

• information on the different roles individuals played in the Holocaust (e.g., 
perpetrator, collaborator, bystander, victim, rescuer);

• a study of specific circumstances and of human behaviour within the rel
evant time frame of history (e.g., an understanding of anti Semitism in 
Europe, the Treaty of Versailles, the failure of the Weimar Republic, the 
rise of Hitler and Nazism, economic conditions in Germany, the role of 
propaganda);

• connections from past to present (e.g., how this history continues to impact 
our lives today); and

• steps to move forward (e.g., using this history to create positive change in 
our homes, schools, and communities).

There are numerous online resources that can provide background information, 
primary documentation, and further support for your lessons about the Holocaust. 
A list of these resources can be found at the end of this guide.
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DURING READING

Discussion Questions

Growing Up in Czechoslovakia 
(Chapters 1 and 2)
 • How did the Eisen family fit into 
the Moldava nad Bodvou community? 
(Note to teachers: answer on pages 
9–29. Jewish and non- Jewish people 
lived and thrived together with the 
freedom to practise their own religious 
beliefs.)
 • Describe Max’s childhood. 
What similarities do you see between 
his childhood and your own? (Note 
to teachers: answer on pages 9–29. 
Similarities could include belonging 
to family, having siblings, each sibling 
having a unique strength, relationships 
with extended family, struggling with 
school, and getting into mischief.)

PreWar Days: Changing Attitudes (Chapters 3 to 5)
• Identify the first changes Max noticed that, even as a nineyearold, he 

knew were not good. (Note to teachers: answer on page 33.)
• How did Max and his family adapt to the changes that took place as their 

country shifted from Slovakian rule to Hungarian rule? (Note to teachers: 
answer on pages 33–34.)

• The start of Max’s school year in 1939 brought some distinct changes for 
members of the Moldava nad Bodvou Jewish community. Describe the laws 
that legalized antiSemitism. Based on these actions and your own personal 
knowledge, create a definition of antiSemitism. (Note to teachers: answer 
on pages 37–40.)

• List the jobs that Max took on in his apprenticeship at the fur shop. Identify 
useful skills he developed that would help him survive later in a concen
tration camp. (Note to teachers: answer on pages 50–51. Skills can include 

Tibor (Max) Eisen (right) with brothers Eugene 
(left) and Alfred in 1938.
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perseverance, following orders, working through pain [raw hands], carrying 
out tasks he didn’t necessarily like, and independence.)

• Max discusses the birth of his baby sister but shares concern over the tim
ing of her birth. On page 54, he states: “It was not a good time for a Jewish 
mother to give birth or a Jewish child to be born.” We know that 1.5 million 
Jewish children were murdered in the Holocaust. What threat did a Jewish 
child pose to the Nazis? (Note to teachers: A child represents the future, the 
lifeblood of a nation. Because the Nazis were intending to destroy the Jewish 
people, children represented the threat of a Jewish future.)

Arrest and Deportation (Chapters 6 and 7)
• Max and his family were arrested during the Jewish holiday of Passover. 

Many actions carried out against Jewish citizens by the Nazis and their 
collaborators during the Holocaust occurred on Jewish holidays. Do you 
feel this was an intended strategy? If so, what was the intention? (Note to 
teachers: answer on pages 55–59. Arrests took place on a consistent basis, 
but many of the mass arrests occurred during holidays because families 
were in their homes together.)

• A neighbour warned Max’s father about the family’s impending arrest and 
offered an escape to the forest. Why did Max’s father not heed the warning? 
(Note to teachers: answer on pages 57–58.)

The Eisen family in 1940. From left to right: Alfred, Max’s mother, Max, Max’s father, and Eugene.
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• Many families like Max’s were given very little time to pack, and their 
departure was usually under duress (soldiers were ransacking the house 
and stealing anything they felt was of value). The uncertainty over where 
they were going and how long they would be gone also posed a tremendous 
challenge. While it is impossible for most of us to understand these types of 
conditions, what would you pack in such a scenario?

Life as a Prisoner in AuschwitzBirkenau (Chapters 8 to 17)
• Describe the registration process Max went through upon his arrival at 

AuschwitzBirkenau. (Note to teachers: answer on pages 69–77.)
• Max’s new identity in Auschwitz was tattooed on his arm in the form of 

the number A9892. Why would the Nazis number the prisoners? What 
impact would this have on a person? (Note to teachers: answer on pages 74 
and 75. The numbers were a means of registering and tracking prisoners in 
the camp; however, they were also a method of dehuman izing the prisoners. 
The prisoners were no longer called by name. It was a further step in strip-
ping them of their dignity and trying to stamp out hope.)

• Max’s memories include the orchestra that played at the main Auschwitz 
gates. Why would the Nazi guards order this music? What does the music 
mean to the prisoners? (Note to teachers: answer on pages 79, 84, and 89. 

The guardhouse and entrance to Auschwitz II–Birkenau.



9

Music was central to the German arts community for generations. When the 
Nazis came to power, they labelled and controlled what music was “German” 
and what music was “degenerate.” World-renowned musicians were impris-
oned in camps like Auschwitz. For the Nazi guards, these concerts were a 
means of carrying on the German musical tradition and an opportunity 
to listen to exceptionally gifted musicians play “German” music while they 
continued to exert control over their prisoners. The concerts also bolstered 
the lie that the Nazis were trying to civilize the supposed degenerates. For 
prisoners like Max, music was a reminder of home and normalcy, a tie to the 
past. The rhythm also gave prisoners the impetus to put one foot in front of 
the other on the walk back to camp from a hard day of labour.)

• What survival strategies did Max learn in his first several weeks as a pris
oner in Auschwitz? Think back to the list of skills you felt Max learned as 
an apprentice. Did you see evidence of any of these skills? If so, what were 
they and how did he use them to survive? (Note to teachers: answer on pages 
79–97.)

• Why would a family unit like Max’s—father, son, and uncle—pose a threat 
in the concentration camp? (Note to teachers: answer on pages 93–94. Family 
units provided support for prisoners—a reason to live, a reason to hope. In 
a system that was founded on dehumanization and annihilation, this family 
unit was a threat.)

• While prisoners had limited ways to resist the oppression of their captors, 
there were individual acts of resistance every day. Give an example of one 
of Max’s acts of resistance. Why would this act of resistance matter? (Note 
to teachers: answer on page 134.)

The Final Days of War (Chapters 18 to 20)
• Max shares his personal experience of New Year’s Eve 1944. Using Max’s 

testimony, think about the various perspectives (e.g., camp guard, political 
prisoner, Jewish prisoner, Kapo, Sonderkommando) and relay the thoughts 
you feel would be present in the minds of these different people and the 
reasons behind these thoughts. (Note to teachers: answer on pages 142–43.)

• When the Russian army was within days of reaching Auschwitz, Max and 
thousands of other prisoners were forced to leave on the death march. 
What was the purpose of the death march? (Note to teachers: answer on 
pages 145–55.)

Freedom (Chapters 21 to 27)
• What were some of the challenges that prisoners faced upon their libera

tion? (Note to teachers: answer on pages 171–93.)
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• What challenges did the Allies face as they liberated the concentration 
camps? (Note to teachers: answer on pages 171–75.)

• Max was liberated from Ebensee concentration camp on May 6, 1945. In 
his early days after liberation, Max said, “I was liberated, but I didn’t feel 
free” (page 175). What do you think he meant by that? (Note to teachers: 
There is great uncertainty in Max’s life. He knows the people in his immedi-
ate and extended family are gone. He doesn’t know if he should return home, 
or if he doesn’t return home, where he should go. He doesn’t know where he 
will be accepted. He doesn’t have a job or any money to support himself. 
The insecurity in his life, along with the reality of what he has just lived 
through, is now becoming real.)

Survivors of Ebensee.

Johnnie Stevens of the 
761st Black Panther 
Tank Battalion, who 
liberated Ebensee  
concentration camp in  
1945, reunited with 
Max Eisen in 1999.
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• Discuss Max’s journey home. Compare and contrast how people treated 
him on his journey (e.g., strangers in České Budějovice, Russian sol
diers, neighbour at the farmer’s market, neighbour in his family home, Ily). 
(Note to teachers: answer on pages 177–87.)

• How did Max begin to recover and start to feel “human” again? (Note to 
teachers: answer on pages 189–201.)

• What additional challenges did Max face with his newfound freedom in 
Czechoslovakia? (Note to teachers: answer on pages 200–10.)

Canada (Chapter 28 and Epilogue)
• Max arrived in Canada with very little money, a limited knowledge of the 

language, and only a few supports in place to guide him. Describe the char
acteristics you feel he possessed that helped him rebuild his life. Provide 
examples from Max’s testimony to support your thoughts. (Note to teachers: 
Characteristics could include courage, perseverance, faith, hope, integrity, 
respect, responsibility, self- discipline, and optimism.)

Ebelsberg displaced persons camp, 1949. Max (centre) helped two other men unload food 
supplies from an army truck.
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AFTER READING

Writing Prompts
1. AntiSemitism is often called the longest hatred. It is referred to today as a certain 
perception of Jews, which may be expressed as hatred toward them. According to 
the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, rhetorical and physical man
ifestations of antiSemitism are directed toward Jewish or nonJewish individuals 
and/or their property, toward Jewish community institutions, and toward Jewish 
religious facilities. AntiSemitism is cited as one of the key causes of the Holocaust. 
Max first mentions his awareness of antiSemitism on page 33. Create a timeline of 
anti Semitic events that Max experienced.

Max Eisen arrived in Canada on the SS Samaria on October 25, 1949.
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2. Food is often a theme in survivor testimony—from food rationing in the ghettos 
to food shortages in the concentration camps to discussions about memories of food 
as a means of survival. Max’s memoir is no exception to this theme. On page 20, 
Max mentions routines around food and food preservation that he remembers from 
childhood. Food is also a part of his memory on the evening before his arrest on page 
56. These memories are harshly juxtaposed on page 83, where he shares recollections 
about his first meal in Auschwitz. Discuss the role of food in Max’s testimony.

3. Rewrite Max’s memoir using a timeline that highlights major events in the Second 
World War, the Holocaust, and Max’s personal journey. Use a minimum of ten dates. 
Be sure to identify what happened on each date and to describe the relevance of each 
event to Max’s journey. Your timeline must include the following dates: September 
1938, September 1939, and January 27, 1945.

4. Max states, “Like many prisoners, I lived in hope that the Red Army would arrive in 
the next week or two and our nightmare would finally be over” (page 145). This is one of 
several times when Max mentions the theme of hope. Do you feel that hope is a key fac
tor in keeping someone alive when faced with lifethreatening odds? Why or why not?

5. Propaganda was used heavily by the Nazis to spread their messages of hatred and 
intolerance. The messages were consistent, and as Max states, “Repeated enough 
times, lies become a ‘truth’ that people believe” (page 36). Select several antiSemitic 

Max Eisen reading the Book of Names—hundreds of thousands of names—at Auschwitz I. 
Max found the names of his family members among the lost.
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propaganda posters used during the Nazi regime and analyze the intended message. 
Look for consistencies and notice how the message is repeated. Are there any dis
crepancies or contradictions in the messaging? 

6. Max wrote his life story to honour the promise he made to his father (page 109). 
He also felt that his life experiences would positively impact future generations. What 
do you feel are the main messages that Max wants you, the reader, to take away from 
his story?

7. Compare and contrast the treatment of Jewish prisoners and nonJewish prisoners 
in Auschwitz (pages 69–143).

8. Compare Max’s departure from his hometown to his return after being liberated 
from Auschwitz. Describe the similarities and differences of these two events. How 
does his arrival in Canada compare to these previous experiences?

9. Does reading this firsthand account from a Holocaust survivor change your 
understanding of the Holocaust? If so, how?

10. A hero is defined by Collins English Dictionary as “a person distinguished by 
exceptional courage, nobility, fortitude, etc.” Are there any heroes in Max’s story? 
Who would you define as a hero? Provide proof to support your opinion.

11. While registering at the embassy for his journey to Canada, Max realized that 
many of the people who were easily receiving visas were former Nazis and Nazi 
collaborators (pages 224–25). Research Canada’s political history during this time 
period. Who was prime minister? What were the government’s policies toward 
Jewish immigrants/refugees?

12. When the Second World War came to an end and the concentration camps 
were liberated, cries of “Never again” echoed around the world. We know today that 
“Never again” was not upheld, as genocide has continued to happen across the globe. 
What do you feel the world learned from the Holocaust? Are there lessons that we 
still need to learn from that period in history?

13. Throughout Europe, concentration camps such as AuschwitzBirkenau now 
stand as memorials to the victims of the Holocaust. How has the Holocaust been 
memorialized in Canada?
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14. Words matter. The Nazis were masterful in the manipulation of words and their 
meanings. Create a vocabulary list that would assist a reader in understanding the 
lessfamiliar terms that Max uses in his memoir. Define each of the terms. (Suggested 
vocabulary includes, but is not limited to, antiSemitism [page 33], appel [page 83], 
Chanukah [page 54], cheder [page 16], Communist [page 200], fascist [page 33], 
Hebrew [page 16], Holocaust [page 1], Kapo [page 72], Passover [page 56], Rosh 
Hashanah [page 40], Seder [page 56], Yiddish [page 16].)

15. Now that you have read his memoir, think about what you would say to Max if 
you were able to have a conversation with him. Write a letter expressing how you feel 
about Max’s story. What parts of his life journey had the greatest impact on you, and 
how did you relate to his experiences? What life lessons do you take with you after 
reading By Chance Alone?

The gates of Auschwitz as they are today, with the German words Arbeit macht frei—“Work sets you 
free”— looming over all who enter.
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TIMELINE OF EVENTS

JANUARY 30, 1933 Hitler is democratically elected to power and appointed German 
chancellor.

FEBRUARY 28, 1933 One day after the German parliament building, the Reichstag, 
burns due to arson, the president issues the Reichstag Fire Decree, suspending indi
vidual rights and due process of the law. Germany becomes a police state. This is a 
key step in Hitler’s ascension to dictatorship.

MARCH 22, 1933 Dachau concentration camp, the first camp in the system that 
would become the death camps of the Holocaust, is opened for political prisoners.

SEPTEMBER 15, 1935 The German parliament passes the Nuremberg Race Laws, 
which include the Reich Citizenship Law and the Law for the Protection of German 
Blood and German Honor. These laws institutionalize racial theories pertaining to 
Jewish citizens. Being Jewish is no longer a religious affiliation but a racial identity. 
These laws create a legal framework for the persecution of the Jewish community.

MARCH 1938 Austria is annexed by Germany, an event known as the Anschluss. 
Hitler is met with enthusiastic support for this move. Polls show that 99 percent of 
Austrians approve of the union, although Jewish and Roma citizens are not allowed 
to vote. AntiSemitic violence in Austria follows very quickly after the Anschluss.

JULY 6–15, 1938 Delegates from thirtytwo countries meet in France for the 
Evian Conference to discuss the plight of German Jewish refugees. Most countries—
including the United States and Canada—refuse to increase their immigration quo
tas. The lone exception is the Dominican Republic.

SEPTEMBER 30, 1938 Germany, Italy, Great Britain, and France sign the Munich 
Agreement, dismantling Czechoslovakia and handing over to the Nazis a border 
region known as the Sudetenland. Europeans hope that complying with Hitler’s 
demand for this Germanoccupied area of Czechoslovakia will mean that war is 
averted.

NOVEMBER 9–10, 1938 During Kristallnacht, or the Night of Broken Glass, mem
bers of the SA (the Sturmabteilung, or Storm Troopers) and Hitler Youth carry out 
violent attacks against the Jewish community throughout Germany. Hundreds of 
synagogues are destroyed—many burn while firefighters protect surrounding build
ings owned by nonJewish citizens from the flames. More than seven thousand 
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Jewish businesses are looted and Jewish cemeteries are desecrated. Almost one 
hundred German Jewish citizens are murdered, and up to thirty thousand Jewish 
men are arrested and sent to concentration camps (Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and 
Buchenwald). The Nazi German government blames the Jews for Kristallnacht and 
imposes a fine on the Jewish community to cover cleanup and repairs.

SEPTEMBER 1, 1939 Germany invades Poland, and two days later, Britain and 
France declare war. The Second World War begins.

JUNE 1940 The first mass transport of prisoners arrives at Auschwitz concentration 
camp. The members of the transport are political prisoners.

AUGUST 1942 Max, his mother, his two younger brothers, and his aunt are taken 
away by Hungarian gendarmes. They return home several weeks later.

APRIL 1944 Max and his family are arrested during Passover (Pesach) by Hungarian 
gendarmes.

MAY 1944 Max and his family arrive at Auschwitz. Max, his father, and his uncle are 
selected for slave labour, while his mother, siblings, grandparents, and aunt are sent 
directly to the gas chamber.

JUNE 6, 1944 On DDay, American, British, and Canadian troops land in France. 
The Normandy Invasion begins. By the end of August, much of France is liberated 
and Allied troops are preparing to push into Germany.

JULY 1944 Max’s father and uncle are selected for medical experimentation. Max is 
left to survive on his own. Several weeks later, he is severely beaten at a job site. He 
is carried back to the Auschwitz infirmary and is given three days to recover or be 
sent to the gas chamber. On the third day, Dr. Tadeusz Orzeszko pulls Max off his 
stretcher and gives him a job as a cleaner in the surgery department.

JANUARY 18, 1945 Max leaves AuschwitzBirkenau along with thousands of other 
prisoners on the death march.

JANUARY 25, 1945 Max arrives at Mauthausen concentration camp. Four days later, 
the death march continues as he is moved out to Melk.

JANUARY 27, 1945 AuschwitzBirkenau is liberated by the Russian army.
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APRIL 1945 Max is taken from Melk and travels by river barge to Linz. This is fol
lowed by a threeday march to Ebensee.

MAY 6, 1945 Max is liberated at Ebensee by the American 761st Black Panther Tank 
Battalion.

OCTOBER 1948 Max is arrested again, this time by police in Prague, and charged 
with committing a crime against the government. He is sentenced to ten years and 
placed in Pankratz prison.

MAY 1949 Max is released from Pankratz.

OCTOBER 25, 1949 Max arrives in Canada.
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Educational Programming
AuschwitzBirkenau Memorial and Museum
http://auschwitz.org/en/education/elearning/

Canadian Museum for Human Rights
https://humanrights.ca

Facing History and Ourselves
https://www.facinghistory.org

FAST—Fighting Antisemitism Together
https://www.fightingantisemitism.ca

Friends of Simon Wiesenthal Center for Holocaust Studies
Education and Diversity Programs
https://www.friendsofsimonwiesenthalcenter.com/education/education and  
diversity programs
Tour for Humanity
http://www.tourforhumanity.com

International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance
https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/educationalmaterials

Margaret’s Legacy
https://www.margaretslegacy.com

Montreal Holocaust Museum
https://museeholocauste.ca/en/

Sarah and Chaim Neuberger Holocaust Education Centre
https://www.holocaustcentre.com

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
https://www.ushmm.org

Vancouver Holocaust Education Centre
https://www.vhec.org

Yad Vashem
https://www.yadvashem.org

YIVO Institute for Jewish Research
https://yivo.org
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Online Survivor Testimony
Azrieli Foundation—The Holocaust Survivor Memoirs Program
https://memoirs.azrielifoundation.org

Crestwood Survivor Testimony
https://www.crestwood.on.ca/ohptype/holocaustsurvivors/

Friends of Simon Wiesenthal Center for Holocaust Studies—Holocaust 
Survivor Testimony
http://www.neverforgetme.ca

Sarah and Chaim Neuberger Holocaust Education Centre— 
Canadian Holocaust Survivor Memories
http://www.intheirownwords.net

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum— 
Jeff and Toby Herr Oral History Archive
https://www.ushmm.org/collections/themuseumscollections/about/oralhistory

USC Shoah Foundation—Visual History Archive Online
http://vhaonline.usc.edu/
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