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Operation Dugo

This is the story of one boy who survived the death
march by clinging to a small dream.

This is the story of simple food that became a
symbol of rebirth.

This is the story of the choice to remember - not only
death, but also life.

David Leitner, known as Dugo, was deported with
his family from Hungary to Auschwitz in the spring of
1944, when he was 14 years old. He survived alone
for many long months in the camp, and on January
18, 1945, he set out together with approximately
60,000 Auschwitz prisoners on the death march.

He walked through heavy snow, alone, starving,
exhausted, and trembling from the cold. When his
strength was almost gone, he recalled his mother’s
stories about the Land of Israel. “When you grow
up,” his mother Golda had told him in his childhood,
“you will go up to the Land of Israel, and there in the
Land of Israel there are bilkelech, golden round
bread rolls, that grow on trees.” The thought of the
rolls waiting for him in the Land of Israel gave him
strength.

Dugo survived the march, and afterward endured
additional months of suffering in concentration
camps, until he finally reached the day of liberation.

When he immigrated to Israel and saw falafel balls
for the first time, he thought to himself that perhaps
these were the very bilkelech his mother had
promised him and that had strengthened him in his
darkest moments. He decided that every year on
January 18, the day the death marches began, he
would eat falafel as a private celebration of victory.
He did so for many years, as a personal and family
custom.

Dugo was among the founders of Moshav Nir Galim
near Ashdod, and he was a witness who told his
story to anyone who wished to hear it. The
Testimony House for the Transmission of Holocaust
Memory, located in Moshav Nir Galim, was his
home, and there he delivered countless testimonies.
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In 2016, the Testimony House initiated an effort to
turn Dugo’s personal custom into a tradition in which
everyone could take part - “Operation Dugo.” Since
then, every year on January 18, thousands of
people in Israel and around the world eat falafel and
photograph themselves holding a sign that reads:
“Operation Dugo - The People of Israel Live!”

“Operation Dugo” is a day of remembrance in a
different way, a day to remember hope, optimism,
and inner strength; to remember the realization of
the Zionist dream; to remember that “the People of
Israel live and endure, and are thriving.” Schools,
workplaces, security forces, communities in Israel
and abroad, the Knesset, the President of the State,
and the Chief of Staff - all take part in “Operation
Dugo.”

In 2023, Dugo passed away, but “Operation Dugo”
continues, and with even greater intensity, now also
in his memory.
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