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True life
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Four years ago Auschwitz survivor 
Elizabeth Just discovered she had 

an extraordinary talent for 
copying art’s great masters. 

Painting connected her to her 
childhood. She tells Juliet Rieden 

her incredible life story.  

I
n the “TV room” of her 
Melbourne home, Elizabeth  
Just is surrounded by vibrant 
paintings. “I painted them all,” 
she says proudly, looking at the 

nine works currently on display.  
“I look at them every day and they 
make me very happy and very calm 
and I feel good. Mostly when I look 
at them, I just can’t believe that I did 
them,” she adds, a little incredulous 
at her own artistic prowess.

The paintings are copies of great 
masters from Renoir to Matisse, 
Chagall to Cézanne; Elizabeth’s 
impressive interpretations of 
artworks she loves which have her 
family and friends in raptures. She 
discovered her talent four years ago 
when she began going to weekly art 
classes at Jewish Care’s Active Living 
Centre. Under guidance from her art 
teacher, Elizabeth immersed herself 
in a world of colour and inspiration 
and the classes quickly became  
a highlight of her week. “At first  
I just studied [the artwork] to see if  
I could do it. I asked my teacher ‘do 
you think I’m capable?’. She said 
‘yes, just do it!’. So I started to 
sketch the outline and then I painted 
it. I was very surprised at the results. 
I found that it wasn’t hard for me at 
all and I really like it. It makes me 
feel tremendous. I relax and I think 
it does me a lot of good to be in  
a world of art.” 

The impetus to paint is a tangible 
connection to Elizabeth’s childhood. 

“I was always artistic as a child.  
I would draw houses and paint 
animals. Art was very much part  
of my life,” she says. The elegant 
sharp-as-a-tack 92-year-old recalls 
halcyon days in her home town of 
Tacová, in Subcarpathian Ruthenia, 
the most eastern province of 
Czechoslovakia (today in western 
Ukraine).  Her father, Abraham 
Ruttner, worked in fruit, exporting 
the area’s apples, said to be among 
the sweetest in Eastern Europe, and 
her mother, Berta, ran a grocery 
shop from the front of their house. 
“She sold everything – flowers, 
cakes, butter, milk – while I went to 
the local school. I liked to paint and 
what I really wanted to be was an 
interior decorator,” says Elizabeth.

Her Czech name was Elza, the 
youngest of the Ruttners’ three boys 
and two girls. It was a charmed life 
in a beautiful part of the world with 
the Tisa river running alongside 
pastures, farmland and orchards 
surrounded by the rugged 
Carpathian Mountains carpeted in 
green in summer and snow in winter. 
The Ruttners were part of the town’s 
2000-strong Jewish community. 
They kept Sabbath and were Kosher 
but the children went to a secular 
school and had non-Jewish friends. 
They had never encountered 
anti-Semitism in their homeland  
but in 1939 the area was invaded by 
Hungary, and while Elizabeth and 
her family didn’t initially suffer the → 
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True life

same brutalities wielded on Jews in 
the rest of Czechoslovakia, which was 
Nazi occupied, it was the beginning of 
the end of Elizabeth’s childhood. 

“The Hungarians hated the Jews; 
we had to keep to ourselves, we 
couldn’t go out and we had to go to 
school on Saturday [Jewish Shabbat, 
usually a day of rest].” Elizabeth says 
that her family knew what was 
happening to fellow Jews in their 
country, that they were being rounded 
up and stripped of their rights, that 
synagogues, shops and businesses 
were smashed to pieces and children 
expelled from schools. So, when on 
March 23, 1944, the Nazis entered 
Tacová, the Ruttners were petrified. 

Two months later Elizabeth, her 
parents, sister Lily and four cousins 
were sent on a train east, to Auschwitz 
II-Birkenau. This place, she says, they 
didn’t know much about. “They 
crammed us all like animals in a cattle 
train,” she says. “We were devastated. 
But we were lucky when we arrived at 
Auschwitz.” The doors of the cattle 
truck opened and Elizabeth and her 
family fell out. “There was a Polish 
guy who came over and asked us if 
we spoke Yiddish. We said yes of 
course, and he told us ‘I can see you 
are a family, but don’t you ever say 
this is your mother or your sister. 
Say you don’t know each other.’ We 
took his advice and that saved us. 
We managed to stay 
together and we 
managed to come back 
together – even my 
mother,” sighs Elizabeth. 

Coming off the train, 
the family went through 
the diabolical selection 
process which was 
carried out by the 
infamous Dr Mengele. 
“He picked the young 
ones, the strong ones, the 
good-looking ones and 
he said left and right. 
The ones he sent left 
went straight to the gas 
chambers, the ones he sent right went 
to work. So, we were lucky we were 
young and beautiful and we went to 
work. But, first of all, they sent us to 

crematoria,” explains Elizabeth. “The  
SS didn’t want what was going on in 
there to get out, so they got rid of the 
people who worked there. I saw him 
for the last time when he went down to 
the crematoria. He was giving me his last 
wave as he went to the gas chambers.” 
It’s one of many memories from 
Auschwitz that’s impossible to erase.

By this time the family knew exactly 
what was going on at Auschwitz 
II-Birkenau. They were terrified. And 
after three months, it was Elizabeth, 
her mother Berta, sister Lily and their 
four cousins who found themselves 
facing death. Mengele had earlier 
selected them for a work detail going 
to an ammunition factory in Germany 
but the railway line had been bombed 
so instead they were sent with the 
others to the gas chambers. They had 
been stripped and herded through the 
underground entry corridor into the 
chamber and were certain they would 
be killed. “We were already in the gas 
chambers waiting for the gas to come 

on us and then all of a 
sudden the doors opened 
again and an SS woman 
screamed ‘aus, aus’ – 
which means ‘out, out’. 
We were standing naked 
when they pulled us out 
of the queue.” 

It seemed like a miracle, 
they were saved, or so 
they thought. “We were 
kissing each other and 
hugging each other; we 
were very happy,” 
remembers Elizabeth. 
While they’d been in the 

chamber the SS guards had received 
a phone call saying the railway 
lines were now fixed. They needed 
fit workers for an ammunition 
factory and had to gather 500 to  
be sent to Muna Lübberstedt,  
a factory in northern Germany. 

“They threw clothes at us and piled 
us on the train towards Hamburg.  
We were to make bombs for the 
Germans,” says Elizabeth. Luck  
had come their way again, she says, 
because she was still with her sister, 
mother and cousins. “It was terrible 
but we were happy to be together.”

was a happy time. “We lived every 
minute. The freedom and the goodness 
and everything,” says Elizabeth. 

Then when the Russians came they 
knew they had to leave Czechoslovakia 
for ever. “We didn’t want to stay under 
the Russians because we wanted to live 
in a free country,” says Elizabeth. “My 
sister’s husband and Lily came out to 
Australia on a permit that Lily’s aunt 
had organised. She was also a camp 
survivor and was already in Australia. 
Then Lily sent us permits so we could 
come out to Australia too.”

At first Australia seemed strange. 
“We cried every night because 
Australia was like a bush to us. But 
we had plenty of work, plenty to eat.” 
As they found their way the family 
realised Australia was “a truly 
beautiful country” and it was home.

What was also beautiful was the  
life Elizabeth found in Australia. At  
a soccer match at Melbourne’s MCG 
she met her husband, Henry Just, also 
a Czech. “My husband was a gorgeous 
man. He studied to be a doctor at 
home, but when he came to Australia 
he was clever and he thought that real 
estate might be good to get into. I had 
a wonderful, very happy 60 years. It’s 
a funny thing. We lived about 20km 
from each other in Czechoslovakia but 
we met on the other side of the world, 
here in Australia. He played soccer and 
I was in the crowd watching. A friend 
introduced me to him and I said ‘that’s 
it’ and we never parted.”

Elizabeth never went back to 
Czechoslovakia – “too many bad 
memories” – and says she doesn’t miss 
anything from home. “I think sometimes 
about my country and how it was 
ruined by the Hungarians, by the 
Germans, by the Russians. But  
I have loved my life in Australia.

“I live now on my own [Henry died 
in 2012], but I am blessed with one 
son – Andrew – and he’s very good  
to me. He comes every day and that 
keeps me going, that and my art.” 

Elizabeth has noticed a rise in anti-
Semitism around the world. “I’ve learned 
to tolerate it. People forget very quickly. 
That’s why I want them to hear my story. 
It’s very important the young generation 
know what really happened.” AWW

‘entlausung’,” remembers Elizabeth 
with a shudder. This was the delousing 
station where new inmates were 
stripped of their clothes and sprayed 
with disinfectant. “Afterwards they 
threw us a little dress and some clog 
shoes. It didn’t matter that it was cold 
… and took us to the barracks – about 
50 crammed in wooden bunks, piled 
one on top the other.”

Abraham Ruttner was selected to 
work in the crematoria as one of the 
‘Sonderkommando’. This was a 
special unit forced on pain of death to 
deal with the disposal of the bodies 
from those killed in the gas chambers. 
It was a gruesome task and in the end 
the job claimed Abraham’s life anyway. 
“Usually the Sonderkommando 
worked for a while in the crematoria 
and then the Nazis put them on the 

Life at the factory was brutal.  
While the barracks were better  
than Birkenau – they had bunks to 
themselves – the food wasn’t adequate 
for the exhausting manual work. “At 
first the soup was at least thick but it 
soon deteriorated and in the end they 
gave us a little bit of water with one 
vegetable swimming in it. That was 
for lunch and in the morning we were 
given black coffee. Of course, we 
became very weak.”

Elizabeth’s job was to pour bomb 
fluid into the bombs and then to load 
and unload trolleys carrying bombs 
filled with poisonous toxins. 

“I was working there for maybe 
four weeks when I started to go 
yellow from the poison. I breathed  
it into my lungs,” she says. 

In the war’s final weeks Elizabeth 
and her family were moved from the 
factory and put on a train heading for 
prisoner ships. It was another hideous 
ordeal, but after being bombarded  
by RAF planes, the Germans fled.

“The English freed us,” she says. 
“Doctors examined us and put us in 
this beautiful German holiday resort 
by the sea. We were there all together. 
Then slowly everybody was sent home.”

Elizabeth’s family went first to 
Prague and then to the spa town of 
Karlovy Vary where her grandparents 
lived. But Elizabeth was very sick. She 
had surgery in Prague for a perforated 
lung and after a year was sent to a 
rehabilitation clinic to recuperate for 
another year and a half. But after 
everything they had been through this 

Below: Elizabeth (front, second from right) 
in Auschwitz. Her youth and vitality initially 
saved her from the gas chambers; Elizabeth 
and Henry were married for 60 years; with 

her mother Berta in St Kilda. 

Elizabeth 
painting at  
her art classes. 
She has been 
attending them 
weekly for four 
years now. 

“We lived every minute. 
The freedom, the goodness.” 


