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“The Holy One, blessed be He,


gave Israel three precious gifts,


but all were given through suffering.


They are: Torah,


the land of Israel,


and the world to come.”


( Ber. 5a )




 


Editorial


As a native of St. Georgen / Gusen and a founding member of the Gusen Memorial Committee (www.gusen.org) I became first acquainted with Karl Littner in 1999 when he attended one of the local-international commemorations at KZ Gusen that have been organized by our committee together with survivors since 1995. In 2007, when Karl was again with us to remember the liberation of the three KZ Gusen Concentration Camps in May 1945, he requested the Gusen Memorial Committee to help him publishing his memoirs. Since Karl’s memoirs also contain important details about the horrible conditions in KZ Gusen II and the huge “B8 Bergkristall” underground plant, the liberation and his first weeks in freedom at St. Georgen /Gusen, I took the opportunity to assist Karl in his endeavors to publish his memoirs as one further contribution to my year-long dedication to survivors of the Mauthausen-Gusen concentration camps and as a prove of my affection to him.


As Karl outlined in his specific conversation with me, he never learned English at school and could not gain the desired higher education according to Nazi doctrine. Thus he developed a very personal writing style during the decades he lived in the United States which I tried to keep as authentic as possible. I only made minor changes to make Karl’s memoirs more fluent in reading. Since English is not my native language either, I’m very grateful to Mr. Robert Schultz for reading the manuscript and his many suggestions. Nevertheless the reader is requested to tolerate any language imperfections that may have remained in this publication. I also thank Mr. Andrzej Patrejko for checking the many Polish phrases and the following individuals for providing valuable illustrations to these memoirs: Dr. Krzysztof Antonczyk of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Dr. Artur Szyndler of the Oswiecim Jewish Center, Mrs. Justyna Slezak and Mrs. Katarzyna Sobota-Liwoch of the Sosnowiec Museum, Dr. Dorit Krenn of the Straubing City Archive, Mrs. Heidi Rüstemeyer of the “Lüben damals” website, Mr. Ralf Lechner of the Mauthausen Memorial Archive, Mr. Franz Walzer of Heimatverein St. Georgen /Gusen, Mr. Jerzy Urbaniak, and Karl Littner who also provided some private photographs for this publication.


The Gusen Memorial Committee considers Karl Littner’s memoirs as a valuable source of information to help future generations to better understand Jewish life in Poland before World War Two, the ordeal of a young, innocent Jewish boy from Auschwitz-Zasole during that war, and the odyssey of many, mostly young survivors of the Shoah in a disordered post-war world. Karl Littner’s memoirs will also allow the many descendants of that young survivors of the Holocaust a look back to the situation of average Jewish families in southern Poland in the first quarter of the twentieth century.


The first part of these memoirs is dedicated to the childhood of Karl in the City of Auschwitz, Poland that became synonymous for the extermination of the Jewish people by Nazi Germany during this war. Nevertheless, Karl’s memoirs offer an idea about Jewish life in a town that entered world history via the extermination of its people. Karl describes Auschwitz-Zasole as a place worth living in before the German invasion and describes the first phase of making his hometown a location for the world’s most prominent concentration camp of Nazi Germany. The first part of these memoirs is also a homage to Karl’s old family — especially his grandmother. With affection he conveys Jewish traditions and dishes from old Silesia. His childhood memoirs are supplemented by some extra anecdotes that are not only important to Karl but also a contribution to the Jewish history of the City of Auschwitz before the Second World War.


The second part gives insight into details of and daily life in several Nazi camps ranging from forced labor camps like ZAL Raupenau-Kotzenau, Hermannsdorf, Gross Masselwitz, or Grünberg to concentration camps like Auschwitz-Birkenau, Gross-Rosen-Fünfteichen, and Mauthausen-Gusen II. This second part of his memoirs is also a very personal eye-witness account of the living conditions and systematic destruction of Jewish families in the Ghettos of Sosnowitz and Srodula. As a native of Auschwitz-Zasole, Karl Littner also reflects upon the beginnings of Extermination Camp Birkenau in 1943 and his experiences in Quarantine Camp No. 10 at Birkenau which he survived in fall of 1943. These memoirs also describe a death march from Fünfteichen to Buchenwald and contain untold stories that were never documented before; thus making these memoirs a monument for many victims of National Socialism that would not have been remembered without this book.


In the third part, Karl Littner describes the difficult way back into ordinary life and the continued anti-Semitism he experienced in post-war Poland, Austria, and Germany. This may have influenced his perception of these people and some subjectively biased parts of his noteworthy memoirs.


Rudolf A. Haunschmied


March 2011 ( Adar II 5771 )




Introduction


Shortly after World War One ended, Poland regained its independence led by the Polish patriot Josef Pilsudzki. The people elected Josef Pilsudzki in recognition of his bravery and leadership and made him the first Marshal of the newly independent country.


Poland thrived during his time as head of the new government. The economy expanded, industry and business were encouraged to grow in what was basically an agrarian society. Marshal Pilsudzki also remembered those who fought long and hard beside him during the bloody conflict.


The Jewish volunteers and other helpers were honored with the countries’ highest award, the cross Virtute Military. His death in 1936 left the Polish people in grief and Poland’s economy in chaos.


I was born on a cold Tuesday, January 15, 1924 in Oswiecim-Zasole ( Auschwitz ), a city located in southern Poland. Thirteen years later, in 1937, our sixth grade class of public school traveled by train to Krakow, about forty miles distant from Oswiecim. Led by our teacher Dubielowa, we traveled to Krakow to add a few wheelbarrows of earth to the “Kopiec” mountain that was built as a memorial to Josef Pilsudzki.


Sixty years later, in 1998, I revisited Krakow as an elderly survivor. I was steered by the huge memorial edged against the far away horizon and reminisced about the years of upheaval since passed. I was reliving the bygone years of my childhood, the wartime upheavals, and the losses of everything dear to me, including my entire family.


Estranged from the country of my birth I eventually found heaven in the United States to live out the rest of my troubled life in freedom and peace. Despite years of wanderings, war time atrocities, and my miraculous survival from German Nazi concentration camps I am now, in my senior years, able to travel and see the finished Kopiec Mountain I helped to build as a school child.


After Josef Pilsudzki’s death, Poland selected an obscure and hardly familiar general by the name Rydz Smigly to be their next leader. Becoming Poland’s next Marshal; his government was ineffective, corrupt, and stuffed full of anti-Semites sympathizing with Germany.


Missing a good leader the new ministers in the Polish government were mostly radical, racial bigots discriminating against Polish minorities, especially Jews. One of them, freshly elected, was Interior Minister Pristerowa ( she was a woman of German extraction ).


Encouraged by anti-Semitic tendencies and taking advantage of her authority, she forbade slaughtering cattle and poultry Uboj Rytualny ( the kosher way ). This radical order outraged and offended Poland’s Jewish population, which decided to retaliate the best way left to them; by objecting to the new discriminating law.


To be effective in objecting to the selective law, Poland’s Jewish residence declared a general strike that affected Poland’s economy. The Jewish people in Poland stopped buying meat and kosher meat products, declaring the strike would last a whole month or longer if necessary.


The frail Polish economy, feeling the effects of the general strike, reacted positively to the damage caused by the strike. The shambling economy prevented the farmers from selling their excesses of poultry and cattle which led them into protest against the governance all over Poland.


Their protest reached Warsaw, the capital, where thousands of farmers assembled in front of the government offices protesting against that discriminating law. Pristerowa, the minister of the interior, unhappy with the damage incurred by the demonstrations rescinded the so-called “Jewish” law.


Uboj Rytualny ( kosher slaughter ) was restored before it was too late to end the monthly strikes, and Pristerowa realized how much damage she caused. Polish government intelligence inquired how something like that could have happened in a “democratic” Poland to calm the damaging effects on the frail economy.


Looking for someone to blame, they found the newly elected leader Ridz Smigly guilty. Asking why they elected him to be the next leader the answer was always the same. We had nobody better to elect. Quoting an old Polish proverb Leprzy Ridz jak nic! ( better something than nothing ) enlightened those who did not know what really happened.


College age Jewish students had still a hard time to get accepted into Polish universities. Those few accepted had to sit on special benches designated for Jews, usually in the back of the class. They called this system Ghetto Lawkowe ( bench ghetto ).


Because of bench ghetto and anti-Semitic outbursts, young students were prevented from studying in Poland when the First World War ended in 1918 and Poland became an independent country — reviving old and new anti-Semitism.


To avoid harassment and listening to discriminating slogans like Precz z Zydami a Zidowki z nami ( away with Jews but the Jewesses with us ) many Jewish students were forced to leave Poland to study at foreign universities.


Their poor Jewish parents had no choice but to send the youngsters to study in other European schools. Despite the fact that most of Jewish parents were poor tailors, butchers, or shoemakers they starved the family to help the young students to achieve their goals.


Before the Second World War most Jewish families’ parents, grandparents, and half a dozen children lived, slept, cooked, and lived in one-room tenements. The family heads, trained as tailors or shoemakers, worked in the same one-room flats without electricity or running water.


They took advantage of the day light coming in through the only glassed-in window. Working from sunrise to sunset they tried to support the family. Skimping on food and living conditions, the poor parents saved every penny to send their kids to be educated in foreign universities.


Returning home after graduating from foreign universities, Jewish students with diplomas in medicine, law, engineering and other professions sought work in prewar Poland. Gentile student graduates from Polish universities were automatically promoted to serve as officers in the Polish Army.


This was not so for the Jews. The Polish Army was not interested in having too many Jewish officers and postponed their draft. That discriminating system was beneficial for the returning new graduates, giving them extra time to get established, find proper work in their newly acquired professions, and help out their financially poor parents.




 


 


 


Part I    Oswiecim — Oshpitzin — Auschwitz




 


 


My Early Beginnings


Elias Littner and Maria Enoch, two young people in their early thirties with no excessive means, courted for a short time before they became engaged. Soon after the engagement in 1922 they became a pair. The ensuing traditional wedding was not a showy affair either — not by any means.


Uniting them under a traditional Hupa, a local Rabbi wed the two love birds adhering to the old Jewish customs. Traditionally, after the blessing of the wine, the groom broke the cloth-wrapped glass and everybody wished them both a Mazal-Tov ( good luck )!


A reception for family and friends followed but there were no musicians to amuse the newlyweds and their few friends that were present. Nor was there a photographer to immortalize the once-in-a-lifetime wedding affair in pictures.


I was born two years later on a freezing winter day, Tuesday, 15 January 1924. There was no hospital in Oswiecim then and there was none during the fifteen years I resided there. Grandma knew how much warm water to prepare for my birth. I was born in her coal-heated, warm kitchen in Oswiecim-Zasole.


No medical doctor presided at my birth either. My family members and the loving hands of their special friends waited ready and willing to help with the birthing procedure. An experienced professional midwife was there too; ready to help when the birth occured.
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Figure 1: Map of the Oswiecim area. The Zasole area is clearly indicated on the left side of River Sola in this old Austro-Hungarian map of 1910.


Famous for assisting at most births in Oswiecim, she awaited my any minute arrival into this world. Cleaning me up after birth, the professional midwife handed me to my mother to encourage bonding. Her job finished, she left the premises wishing everybody a loud Mazal-Tov!


Outside it was so severely cold that the frost exceeded thirty degrees centigrade below zero and painted intricate flower designs on the only glass window of the kitchen. The frosted window cut out the natural light inside the not yet electrified kitchen. Still lacking electricity in 1924, people in Oswiecim relied on petroleum lamps and candlelight.


My birth was a happy addition to the Enoch-Littner family and to my newlywed parents. As I grew older, I was informed by my family about registering my birth with the authorities in detail.


Mr. Rubin, a Jewish birth record keeper at Zasole, appointed by the Polish authorities recorded Jewish births only. Registering Jewish births separately from the rest was a practice of the “Polish tolerance system” reminding us we are still a tolerated minority.


The registration stated that I was born to my parents Elias and Maria Littner-Enoch, both of the Jewish persuasion, at Oswiecim-Zasole on Tuesday, 15 January 1924, at Grandma’s home address. My grandparents resided at Ulica ( street ) Legionow 10 at Oswiecim-Zasole.


Seven days later in the same warm kitchen, my parents, grandparents and some guests assembled to celebrate my Brith-Milah, my circumcision. Grandfather Akiba was chosen to be my Sandyk. He held me in his arms while the Mohel performed the circumcision. The honor of Sandyk was usually given to a prominent member of the family or a special friend. Grandpa Akiba was the one person who deserved such honor the most.




About my Name


I was named after a departed acquaintance of my mother instead of a previously departed family member. His name was Kalman Bronner and he predicted that my mother would bear a son one day.


That long ago, there were no instruments to tell women what genders they carried during pregnancy. To find out what gender the baby was, they could only guess until the birth occurred. In 1924 there were neither ultrasound machines nor amniocentesis instruments in Oswiecim to find out what a baby’s gender was.


When his own wife was pregnant, Mr. Bronner died unexpectedly and the departed man’s widow bore a baby girl a few months later, who she named Kayla.


Several weeks later I was born, a healthy boy, as foretold by Mr. Bronner to my mother. Mazal-Tov! ( good luck ). I was here. Now that I was born it was sure that I would be given the name Kalman after the departed man ( no relation ) who predicted that my mother would bear a son.


Growing up at home in Oswiecim, I was called Kalman or Kalmek. But on my birth certificate they wrote my Polish name, Karol Littner, a name I carried until the start of World War Two. When the Germans overran Oswiecim on the first days of September 1939 they paid no attention to Jewish names. They called every Jewish man Israel or Jude, and every female Sarah disregarding all the names Jews were called before. After the liquidation of Ghetto Srodula in September 1943 the Germans who killed my whole family imprisoned me in Concentration Camp Birkenau where I continued to exist as number 134626.




Oswiecim, Oshpitzin, Auschwitz


The city I was born in was called Oshpitzin in Yiddish, Oswiecim in Polish, and Auschwitz in German. Oswiecim city was located in what was once called Galitzia; a part of Southern Poland.


The city was located not far from the Czech and German borders. Looking south on a clear summer day I could see the summits of the Tatra Mountains reaching for the sky. Covered with new powder snow they sparkled like diamonds in the sun.
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Figure 2: Postcard showing the old Austro-Hungarian Bezirkshauptmannschaft ( county administration ) located in the old castle of Oswiecim, c. 1918.


Oswiecim was an old Miasto Powiatowe ( county seat ) and was grouped with other counties in the area to form a larger municipality called Wojewodstwo ( State ) that was then located in Krakow.


That situation did not last however, and the Powiat ( county seat ) was moved from Oswiecim to the larger city of Bielsko-Biala about 30 kilometers away. The state seat was not moved and remained in Krakow. To commemorate Oswiecim as a county seat, somebody composed a Polish song, which went something like this:


Oswiecim Kohany ( Oswiecim I love )


Miasto Powiatowe ( a county seat )


Pienkne Okolice I panny Morowe ( beautiful surroundings and sophisticated women ).


Oswiecim was a small, peaceful, obscure city of 15,000 residents. Because communication was nonexistent most people living in other parts of Poland probably did not know that Oswiecim ever existed.


[image: Image]


Figure 3: Berka Joselowicza Street — also called Zydowska Ulica ( Jewish Street ) — with the tower of the Roman Catholic church in the background.


The majority of residents in Oswiecim, like in the rest of Poland, were Roman Catholic. Only a small percentage of the whole population was Greek Catholic. A third of the total Oshpicin population was of the Jewish persuasion, considered by the Polish authority a tolerated minority.


More than half of the Jews residing in Oshpitzin were Hasidim ( pious orthodox people ), and followers of different Rabbis from towns like Bobova, Sandz, Trzebinia, Vilna, Lemberg, Riga and other major towns in Poland and Lithuania.


Oshpitzin had an officially appointed city Rabbi, a Bait Din ( rabbinical court ), and a kosher Shochet, who for a fee slaughtered live poultry in the kosher style for Sabbath and holidays.


The group of so-called German Jews dressed in suits like the rest of the Polish population and shaved their facial hair daily. Some of the German Jews took part in morning prayers on Sabbath and holidays, and most attended daily the neighborhood Temple to pray. They were traditional religious observers, kept kosher houses, and sent their children to a Heder ( Jewish class ) to study the Hebrew texts.


In summer they could be seen walking around bareheaded, but in winter they wore fur hats to keep their exposed ears warm. Combing their coiffed long hair daily, they showed it off in the quiet neighborhood. On Saturdays and holidays all Jewish businesses in Oshpicin were closed for the day.


All other weekend activities except walking stopped; you could feel Sabbath in the air. Sabbath was a day of rest for all the Oswiecim Jews. Even the gentiles enjoyed a day of rest in Zasole, the quiet neighborhood where I was born and where I resided until age fifteen.


On the unpaved walkways winding along the road ( there were no sidewalks ) you could see Jewish families, orthodox and progressive, walking every Saturday to the Temple. Dressed in their finest holiday attire they walked together avoiding the potholes filled with rain water. Holding their children’s hands, they walked together to attend the morning prayers.


Before the First World War ( 1914–1918 ) the whole southern area of Poland was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and was called Galitzia. The Jewish people residing in Galitzia were called Galitzianer. The Polish Jews living in formerly Russian areas were called Poylishe Yiden ( Polish Jews ). The Jews living closer to the Latvian border were called Litvakis. Regardless of what part of Poland they hailed from, all Jews spoke Yiddish: a common language that united them all.


Around Oswiecim-Zasole fields of ripening rye, wheat, and other grains dried golden in the hot summer sun. Swaying in the wind the ripening grains displayed an array of blue and purple cornflowers hidden in their midst. Acres of potatoes, cabbage, beets, and other farm produce waited to be harvested. On nice summer days, going home after school, we played hide and seek in the fields and in the willow bushes that lined the river shores. On windy, sunny days we used the extensive grass pastures to fly our various kinds of home made kites and watched them flying higher and higher, reaching for the billowing, snow-white clouds that moved along pushed by strong seasonal winds.


Figure 4 ( next page ): A group of children and women at the well on the Hospital Square in Oswiecim ( presently Priest Jan Skarbek Square ). In the background the Chevra Lomdei Mishnayot Synagogue.
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Figure 5: Map showing the the formerly Austro-Hungarian, Prussian and Russian borders in Southern Poland, 1914. Auschwitz ( Oswiecim ) can be found near the lower center of the map.


Besides extensive farm fields, small family operated villages surrounded our small city as well. Due to the proximity of fields around our city, some Jewish city dwellers maintained small farms in addition to their business ventures. They did so to supplement their kosher households with homegrown meat, dairy, vegetables and other kosher farm produce.


My grandparents’ compound consisted of a large barn attached to their home that had enough room to accommodate three or four milking cows. Across the concrete-lined manure pit was another large barn with space for four Belgian horses. In the square, open yard Grandma raised chicken, turkeys, ducks and geese. Newly hatched golden little chicks, chirping on their match-like, tiny yellow feet followed the mother hen around the yard, looking for seeds and mimicking the grown chicken. Most of the mixed poultry was used to feed the extended Enoch family. Grandma also shared some of the remaining excesses with the kosher neighbors in the near-by neighborhood.


Sola, the swift running mountain river split Oswiecim into two halves — Zasole and the city center. An old-fashioned concrete bridge connected the two parts. It allowed the pedestrians as well as the horse-and buggy traffic to reach the city center. One or two kilometers down the river was a steel railroad bridge which was used exclusively for trains. The then unregulated Sola River rose in the near-by Beskid-Tatra Mountains and was a tributary to the Vistula ( Wisla ) River. The Vistula River runs the whole length of Poland and drains into the Baltic Sea.


Oswiecim city sits 105 meters above sea level. The Zasole neighborhood lays a couple feet lower, making it prone to seasonal floods. Often the extensive grass pastures stretching along between the dikes and the riverbed absorbed the masses of angry flood-water. In the near-by mountains severe electric storms developed suddenly, causing heavy downpours of rain, hail, snow or all three at once. Heavy rains swelled the many mountain rivulets that spilled into the unregulated Sola riverbed, causing great summer floods downriver.
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Figure 6: The concrete bridge over the Sola River. Oswiecim Castle can be seen in the upper right corner. Some houses of Zasole on the left side of River Sola.


In winter heavy snowfalls covered the steep Beskid Mountains, adding several meters of new snow melt to the cascading waters in spring. Hot springtime sun-rays shining down from the unpolluted blue sky heated up the mountain summits and thawed some of the heavy snow layers. Additional water mixing with the runoff generated by heavy downpours all ran into the already swollen river causing it to overflow its unregulated shores several times each year. Huge amounts of muddy water flooded the extensive grassy flood plains lining the Sola’s shores and it was only stopped by the man-made earthen dikes. It made the grassy area look like a large, uncontrolled mud colored sea.
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Figure 7: People at Sola River for vacation in summer.


Endangering the man-made earthen dikes, the wild mountain waters tore at the original river shores, changing the unregulated river channel, shores, and its depth after every flooding. Huge masses of muddy floodwater rushing down from the mountain heights flooded the low-lying villages, destroying everything low-lying and unattached on its way down.


On the huge, rapid-moving, wild waves, the swollen river waters carried whole wooden farm huts taken of their makeshift foundations, all kinds of furniture, farm machinery, and often drowned livestock. The high waters often reached the top of the earthen dikes that were supposed to protect the Zasole neighborhood from the frequent and damaging floods. At times the water threatened to break the earthen dams or spill over them. One more centimeter and the whole low-lying Zasole area would have been in great danger of finding itself many meters under water. The man-made earthen dikes, stretching for miles along the river shores, miraculously withstood the huge amounts of floodwater and repeatedly prevented disaster. During the summer months, when the water level was normal, most of the towns’ children played on the dikes, catching flying beetles in May, and using the snowed-in dikes to sled down in winter.
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Figure 8: General view over Oswiecim, c. 1918.


At about the age of three I became more mentally aware of my surroundings and I comprehended events happening around me. I began to form memories that, despite the life threatening experiences I lived through later in my young life, remained in my memory forever. With G-d’s help, I can recall my early childhood before school right up to my early teens well.


I remember spending my free time around my large family: parents, grandparents, cousins, uncles, and aunts. Mother was always there to protect me and give me advice, making me feel warm, safe, and secure.


I recall that my whole family was very instrumental in my upbringing. These close relations alone made me feel wanted and helped me to develop my physical and mental strength that guided me later through my turbulent life. Feeling loved, protected, and cared for, I was welcome at home, and in the homes of my extended family as well.


In September 1931, at the age of seven, I began to attend the public school located in Oswiecim city near the town’s only Roman Catholic church.


Dubielowa and Rozwadowska were my school teachers, and Dr. Skarbek was then the school principal. At the same time his older brother was the acting priest in the adjoining Roman Catholic church. In their memory the square across the school and the church is now called “Skarbek Place”.


I recall that during my early childhood I learned to speak Polish from my parents and from all the rest of my family who in their daily life spoke only Polish. I spoke Polish as well as, or better than, some of my Polish compatriots. As not to arouse the anti-Semitic tendencies in our Polish neighbors, most of the Oswiecim Jews — including the orthodox ones — spoke Polish well, in addition to any other languages they used at home.


Oswiecim was an active, small city in Galitzia located only about two kilometers from the German border which was, until the end of the First World War, a part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire1. For this reason most of the older Jewish people living in Galitzia spoke Hochdeutsch ( standard German ) very well. They were careful not to antagonize their Polish neighbors by never speaking German in their presence.


Despite missing school on Saturdays, the Jewish minority students did well in school. Being good learners they were usually ahead of the class, progressing to higher grades yearly; some even skipped a grade. Attending seven years of public school in Oswiecim, I did not experience any official or unofficial minority discrimination. In the predominantly Catholic public school the morning classes started with the daily recital of Catholic prayers. On the wall above the teachers’ desks hung a crucifix. Out of respect to our Catholic friends the Jewish students sitting bareheaded in class always stood up during the recital of prayers.


Once a week two of the same grade classes merged only to be separated into a Catholic and a Jewish group for religion class. A priest taught the Christian kids religion and a Jewish professor taught us. We studied Jewish history from a book by Dr. Meyer Balaban. After school, I studied Talmud ( bible ) in a Heder ( Jewish class ) where I learned to read the Hebrew texts without translating the written words.


In those days were only two motor cars in the whole city of Oswiecim-Zasole. One car belonged to the owners of a brewery and liquor distillery. The other car belonged to the official medical doctor of the city, Dr. Thieberg.


In the Zasole neighborhood where half of the Oswiecim population lived there were hardly any phones. One or two telephones could be found at some selected businesses in town. To use them we had to reserve time and wait there, sometime for hours, to receive a call. The people on the other end had no phones in their homes either. In 1936, when I was twelve years old, we had electricity to light the room; one bulb hanging on an electric wire emerging from the ceiling. Refrigerators, ice boxes, washers, electrical irons, radios and other electrical appliances did not exist in Oswiecim then and we didn’t miss them.


In our small town we had a one-page newspaper called “Express” that doubled to two pages on Sundays. News filled the first page and cartoons the second page. After reading the paper we recycled the pages. Cutting them into squares we hung them on an outhouse nail to be used for toilet paper.


Every house that was built in Oshpitzin-Zasole had a basement. The basement served as a cooler in summer, and in winter it protected the stored potatoes and other vegetables from freezing. Big recycled wooden wine barrels filled with homegrown cucumbers pickled slowly until ready for consumption.


Another wine barrel stored in the basement was filled with pressed, down-shredded Kraut ( cabbage ) waiting to sour. It was pressed down hard by willing men with clean feet wearing clean white socks. Both of these homemade products served as a tasty addition to the hot winter meals usually consumed between noon and one o’ clock.


Every Friday before the Shabbat my uncles bought two big copper bottles of carbonated water ( club soda ). To have the soda cold for Saturdays, they submersed the containers in the outside well. By adding some home-made raspberry syrup to the cold soda water it became the childrens’ favorite drink.


News was spread around Oswiecim by a special city policeman who stopped in each and every neighborhood to read it aloud. He alerted the neighborhood people to come out from their houses by drumming his drum. Once the group of people assembled around him he urged them to keep quiet and listen. Once he got their attention the police officer read the latest news, laws and regulations enacted by the city authorities. Without a microphone he hollered “Hear! Hear!” as loud as he could, making sure that the disinterested bunch of listeners heard what he had to say before he moved on to another neighborhood. Attracted by the sound of drums, all the neighborhood children came running looking to have some fun and partake in the big happening.


About the time when I was twelve years old we had no toy stores in our small town selling prefabricated toys. Using my developing imagination I made my own toys. I made simple toys out of existing raw materials found around the house and elsewhere in the neighborhood. For example hubs from discarded bicycle rims, and potato shooters from soft-core wood branches. Utilizing old inner tubes I made slings and attached the rubber to naturally fork-shaped branches. With my penknife, that grandma replaced every year for my birthday because I lost them all, I patiently carved wooden propellers, and using a hot wire, I burned a little hole in the middle of them. Affixing the wooden propeller with a rusty nail to a long stick and turning it to the wind made the propeller spin. Finding a wooden thread spool, a piece of candle paraffin, and a rubber band, I made pull toys. That kind of toy would crawl over even and uneven surfaces. I even made my own tops, and whips to make them spin faster.


Businesses in Oswiecim that sold ice cream and sodas in summer had to keep the ice cream from melting and the sodas cold. Electric appliances were nonexistent in town and the businesses did not own refrigerators or freezers. For cooling their perishable products they used natural blocks of ice chopped from the river during winter. During the cold winter days the Sola water froze to a depth of one half meter or more. People taking shortcuts walked across the frozen river from the city to Zasole and back. To save time some horse driven carriages and sleds crossed on the thick ice too. Burly men using heavy, very sharp steel axes chiseled out large blocks of ice from the solid, frozen river. To move the big chunks of ice from the river they used horse-drawn wooden buggies. They carted the chiseled ice blocks to a specially designated place used every winter for storing ice — a hole in the ground. They filled the brick lined hole in the ground to the top with ice blocks. Winter temperatures of twenty-five degrees centigrade below zero preserved the stored ice for the summer. Using this old fashioned preservation method, they packed the ice tightly to slow the melting process down. To preserve the buried ice until summer they covered the ice blocks with straw, and topped them with soil. They repeated the procedure several times and finally covered it with soil to assure longer preservation. Interested businesses in town bought the ice blocks during summer to keep their ice cream from melting. Natural ice kept the sodas and seltzers cold too.


In Oswiecim in 1937 novelties like electricity, running water, refrigerators, electric elevators, radios and gramophones did not exist yet. Central heat, sewers, private shower stalls, and flushing toilets — none of that was available yet. Utilities requiring plumbing or electricity did not exist.


All the cities main roads, leading to and out of the city square were pressed gravel roads. Paved roads would have been too expensive for the two cars in town as well. Damage caused by the horses’ sharp hooves pulling heavy loads during winter required costly repairs to the pressed gravel roads the city could not afford to pay. Lacking any kind of transportation systems, everybody walked wherever they needed to go in Oswiecim. The only thing better than walking transportation in town were the horse-drawn carriages called Fiakers. For a small fee they would take you around town; the pungent horse smell was free.


Oswiecim, like every other city in Europe, had in its midst a city square. The large city square was paved with uneven hand-chiseled granite cobblestones. Surrounding the square were multistory buildings occupied by businesses on the first and one-room tenements on the upper floors.


Figure 9 ( next page ): The unpaved road at the Oswiecim railway station, c. 1941 / 1944.
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Figure 10: Public water pump in old Oswiecim.


There were no deep water wells in the multistory tenements since the city dwellers around the square could not afford to dig several hundred feet deep for drinking water. The city fathers of Oswiecim, aware of the problem, dug several hundred feet down to find fresh water for the cities residences. The city government installed hand operated steel water pumps above the wells and designated them for general use. Selected women, professional water carriers called Wodziorki, were always amassed around the pumps. They exchanged stories about their hard lives and gossiped to fill the free time between their trips.


The women supplied fresh well water to the mostly Jewish residents that lived in the houses around the square. They carried two pails of water on wooden yokes that fit comfortably on their shoulders. Chains with hooks hung from both ends of the yokes to hold the pails.


For a small fee the women carried the water all day, including Sundays. Often they carried two full pails of water several stories up. The women climbed up the difficult stairs to the upper floors just to earn some change that afforded them a fair living. All the multistory residential buildings and rental apartments built around the city square had only stairs to get to the upper floors. To attend to their businesses residents living on the upper floors had to walk up and down several times each day.


The flats had no indoor toilets. Only one communal toilet in the hallway of each floor served the residents. Without plumbing installations there was no water; neither were there private baths nor wash up sinks in the single-room flats. Coal was used for cooking and heating the rooms in summer and winter.


The house janitor usually occupied a basement room. Most tenants living in those one- or two-room flats and most of the house owners around the square were Jewish.





1   Galitzia came under Austrian influence along with the first partition of Poland in 1772 under Empress Maria Theresia, Archduchess of Austria and Queen of Hungary. The Austrian province was called “Kingdom of Galitzia and Lodomeria” with the Duchies of Auschwitz and Zator.




Market Days in Oswiecim


Tuesday and Thursday of every week were the big market days in Oswiecim. Farmers from surrounding villages brought their wares for sale using every access road leading to the market square in town. Instead of going to the town square, Mother avoided the long walk into town by intercepting the farm women walking to town at Zasole. Mother bought fresh home-made butter, eggs, honey, a life chicken, duck or goose from the farm women; all that she needed to feed the family for a week.


One Thursday morning mother returned home from her street shopping to find the entrance door to our apartment open. Mother found the house burglarized, and many important personal items were missing. Disturbed and shocked by what she saw, mother looked for someone in the house to share the bad news with. The house empty; no one was there except our landlord’s Polish maid who was cleaning the house. The maid told my mother that she observed a strange looking man wearing a raincoat and holding an attaché case in one hand who was quickly leaving the house entrance gate.


After this short unapproved visit to our residence, my mother’s jewelry and father’s Sunday suites were all missing. Upset, Mother ran to find her brother Elek to tell him about the burglary and about the irreplaceable missing items.


Elek, listening to mother’s story, concluded that the thief was robbing houses in Oswiecim on Thursday market days when no one was at home. He decided to remain in Zasole the next Thursday instead of going to town as usual. In the meantime he tried to find the guy described by the landlord’s maid.


Elek remained at Zasole the following Thursday on the lookout for a strange man in a raincoat. Familiar with Zasole residents, Elek was watching for a stranger. Noticing an unfamiliar looking person — a stranger wearing a raincoat — he proceeded carefully to follow him unnoticed.


Following the unsuspecting stranger for a while, he entered a darkened hallway in a multistory residential building at Zasole. Elek, entering the hallway after him, noticed that the stranger was trying to open a familiar neighbor’s apartment using a passkey.


With one left punch Elek nullified the strangers’ intentions to break into a strange door. For good measure Elek hit the thief with a few more damaging punches and delivered him, unconscious, to the local police. During his incarceration in Krakow the police found out that the stranger’s girlfriend-accomplice lived in Krakow too and was instrumental in selling the stolen goods.


The Oswiecim police decided to visit the girlfriend in Krakow. They arrived in Krakow too late to recover any of the stolen goods, but being there, the police interrogated the thief’s girlfriend-accomplice. During the interrogating session the police noticed she was wearing one of my mother’s stolen rings on her finger. They recognized it by the four rubies fastened to imitate a cloverleave, and repossessed the ring. The ring was the only item found that late after the robbery and was returned to my mother. The rest of the stolen items had been sold and were never found.
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Figure 11: On the market place of old Oswiecim, C. 1935.


By dishing out the severe beating after apprehending the thief Elek made one thing sure; after that beating the thief would not dare to visit Oswiecim-Zasole again.


The market days in Oswiecim city were something of an experience. The big open city square filled up with farmers in their wagons arriving from surrounding villages. Arriving in their horse-drawn buggies, they had to find a place to park in the crowded city square among the many different city vendors. Farmers from the surrounding villages carted their wares like grain, poultry, milk, cheese, honey, and livestock for sale.


Some of the farmers — after selling their produce — spent the earned money wisely, acquiring necessities for the farm they could only get in town. Others spent the hard earned money in guesthouses, enjoying their favorite Polish pastime: drinking vodka and other spirits until all the money was gone.


Horses pulling heavy loads on icy roads during winter had spikes installed in their hooves to prevent them from sliding. These spikes damaged the pressed roads. On very cold Thursdays during winter months, the local merchants at the market place took advantage of the weather offering hot food or hot snacks for sale. The local butchers sold hotdogs made of pork mixed with horse meat. Serving them with mustard and sour pickles on freshly-baked, crispy, hot French rolls enhanced the sale during freezing weather. Jewish butchers sold kosher hotdogs and corned beef with pickles on freshly baked buns, bagels or corn rye. To add more to the variety they also sold crispy, warm pretzels and freshly-baked, crispy bagels.


To keep warm during the cold winter months the well-to-do merchants wore fur-lined overcoats made from the finest damask ever produced. Only a few of the very rich men in town could afford these very expensive coats. Lined with beaver fur on the inside, the finished product was topped with an expensive beaver fur collar. To keep their intestines warm, the wearers of these coats securely hid a flat metal flask filled with 98% alcohol spirits in their coats’ breast pockets. When the cold reached its height, the frozen merchants secretly took a gulp of the potent spirits to feel the liquid going down their throat and warm their insides. Drinkers unfamiliar with consuming 98% spirits would have lots of problems trying to drink it. It usually burns the skin in a drinker’s mouth and throat causing a situation unpleasant to beginners.




About the Polish Farmers


Successful farming was very hard in prewar Poland. At a small inherited farm the whole family, including the growing children, had to work hard to keep the farm solvent. The poor Polish farmers lived in huts constructed of round tree logs, windproofed with straw braids.


Covered with straw-thatched roofs, the wooden huts were often prone to destructive fires. To light up the dark log cabins, they whitewashed the raw wooden walls inside with lime. This had the added benefit of repelling insects at the same time.


Farmers walked barefooted inside the huts on the earthen floors. Outside the cabin and while attending to the barn they slipped on wooden clogs so they would not have to walk in mud or snow.


Their simple living quarters consisted mostly of one or two small dingy rooms. The room situated next to the barn took advantage of the additional warmth generated by the animals. To prevent losing heat, the wooden cabins had only a tiny window to look out of. The cabins had no electricity, no running water, and no plumbing of any kind. The well dug in the yards’ corner, opposite the outhouse, supplied fresh drinking water for people and animals. Unpredictable rains watered the tilled fields — usually when least needed.


The farm people had no motorized agriculture machines to ease their backbreaking work. Using their hands and brute strength they performed hard labor in the fields and around the farm when needed. Their sore backs often prevented them from lifting heavy loads. Despite the handicap, they worked from sunup to sunset, following the sun’s natural clock.


The farmers plowed their fields with primitive, hand-made, and often wooden plows. To help pull the primitive plows and wagons, the farmers used overworked and badly nourished horses, mules or oxen. They sewed grain by hand, and used manure for fertilizer. For hard menial work they often involved the strong backs of all family members.


In addition to cooking dinners, attending to the children, milking the cows, and brining in the harvest before the rain started, the overworked farmers’ wives had to work hard to till the good earth. Occasionally in the fall harvest time, however, the farmers used friends or paid laborers to help them bring the dry grain, potatoes, hay and straw in.


The poor Polish farmers were devout Roman Catholics. They believed blindly in the city priest who preached provoking sermons in Oswiecim’s church. Despite all the devotion to religion that kept them going, they were too poor to afford a church in or near their villages.
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Figure 12: Postcard showing the church of Oswiecim at the end of Sobieski Street, c.1915.


On sunny Sunday mornings the farm women walked four to five kilometers to the only Roman Catholic church in Oswiecim. Owning only one pair of leather shoes the farm women saved them for Sundays, holidays, and for walking to church. Every week, they walked the many miles barefooted just to be on time for the holy mass. After arriving in town they walked down to the river to wash their soiled feet. That accomplished, they wrapped the cleaned feet in rags, Szmates they called Onycki ( stockings were unknown then ) before they put their Sunday shoes on. After the church services ended, but before returning home, they usually remained in town for a while. They often had something to eat and drink at a local restaurant while discussing their common problems with other farmers. “When they were finished, the women tied their shoelaces together, hung their Sunday shoes over their shoulders and started walking barefooted back home to the farm. To save their only pair of shoes for going to church, attending weddings or funerals, they walked barefoot around the farm most of the time. While walking the long stretch home they often stopped to satisfy their physiological needs. Wearing no underwear, they satisfied their physiological needs standing anyplace in the empty large fields.


As children we were often chased by drunken Poles while playing on the pastures near the Sola River. Provoked, the drunken men kept following us as we ran toward the river. Having no other way to escape we jumped into the cold river water and the inebriated drunk — beyond consciousness — jumped in after us. Finding no foothold in the wild river’s depth, and afraid of drowning, they flailed wildly with their hands and hollered “Save me!” We pulled them out of the dangerous deep water and layed them out on the grass to sober up. The drunks were hardly aware of what was going on around them, and as we tended to them we playfully sang this old song:


“Oi, Oi, Shiker is the Goy.


Shiker yso, drinking myso.


While er is a Goy!”




My 6th Grade School Assignment in 1936


Shortly before the two weeks of winter break were gone in 1936, I was attending the 6th grade class in the cities public school. Our teacher Ms. Dubielowa requested that during that time all her class students write a composition on any theme they chose.


I was thinking about a proper theme when the idea to compose a story about “Christmas” hit me. It was a theme I knew very little about. During the two weeks of vacation I worked hard looking to find anything and everything interesting about the Christmas Holiday. I thought to inform the majority of students in my class who, because of ignorance, did not know much about the holiday and why it is celebrated. I began my composition describing the reasons why we celebrate the Christmas Holiday at this time of the year. I proceeded to describe in detail the old and new customs and traditions. I aimed to inform interested readers that Christmas is celebrated around the world at the same time but differently in other towns and countries.


Stating facts and customs, and suggesting hints how to prepare the traditional holiday table as well as the special kind of foods that are served at Christmas, I directed my whole writing to making the winter holiday happy and successful. I also popularized a not-too-well-known but interesting old tradition omitted in most celebrating households in our city. Adhering to an old custom it was required to place a few fresh straws on the holiday table before the holiday table was bedecked with a fancy embroidered Christmas tablecloth. Placing straw under the tablecloth was to commemorate the birth of Jesus in a manger on a bed of straw. I even described how to make fine homemade eggnog and other traditional holiday drinks served on Boze Narodzenie ( Christmas Night ). I also named most of the necessary ingredients needed to prepare the customary fish, meats, foods and pastries for Christmas. Adhering to detail I described each holiday task and how long it takes to prepare certain holiday specialties.


I thought my revised first draft was well written, for an essay by a young minority student. To start the new spring sixth grade semester all students returned to class after the winter break. One after another we read our completed compositions to the teacher. When we finally finished the teacher collected all the compositions for grading.


Normally the Jewish students attended public school five days a week. Often during the winter months our attendance was interrupted by very cold winter temperatures. When the cold reached twenty degrees centigrade below zero we stayed at home for an extra day. Because of severe cold weather, the coal-fired potbelly ovens could not keep the classrooms warm enough for us to be able to perform our normal school activities.


Returning to class after the cold weather, the teacher surprised me by selecting my “Christmas Holiday” composition from the rest. She called on me to read my Christmas composition aloud in class to the majority of Christian student listeners. The teacher must have found my composition timely and maybe well written.


Upon completing my reading the teacher must have expected some reaction from class but there was none. There was no reaction or critic from the majority of Christian students in class. Was it ignorance, jealousy, or were they ashamed? Hard to say.




Father’s Barbershop


Father’s barbershop was located in the city of Katowice, in Silesia, 30 kilometers away from our home in Oswiecim. Ninety thousand, mostly of German ancestry, resided in Katowice. Deep coal mines, chemical plants, and steal smelters surrounded Katowice and made it a thriving industrial city.


Dad’s barbershop was located on Mlynska Street 10 very close to the train terminal in Katowice. Father traveled daily by train to his business there. Sunday was his only day off. One Monday father arrived by train as usual in Katowice to open his barbershop for a new business week. Walking toward his store he found his entrance door and window tarred and full of racial anti-Semitic hate slogans. Nie Kupoj u Zyda, Bo cie czeka wielka Bieda ( don’t buy from a Jew; you will get poor ), Zydy do Palestine ( Jews to Palestine ), Swoj do swego, po swoje ( to each his own ) and many other demeaning racial hate slogans. These anti-Semitic outbursts affected my father’s demeanor badly, changing his whole outlook about life in Poland. Exposed for the first time to such hate crimes, father started to feel insecure at his work place. This unstable situation, occurring frequently at his work place, impinged on his normalcy in the barbershop.


The Littner clan had been living in Poland for many generations eking out lives with just their bare hands. Father also worked hard to make a living and to support his family. To help in his efforts mother washed the linen napkins father used in the barbershop by hand on a scrub board until her fingers started to bleed. Father also employed several local Polish helpers to work in his barber shop. They too worked to make a living and to support their families, and they too were now deprived of steady income.


When I traveled by train I often had a lengthy stop-over in Katowice to get connection to my small town. Usually I took advantage of these lengthy stop-overs by spending time with my father. Enjoying spending a few extra hours with my father in Katowice was an extra added attraction for me. Looking at the elegantly decorated store windows, I had lots of fun watching the high traffic in a city of 90,000 residences. Some stores displayed different kinds of imported tropical fruits, imported cheeses, smoked fish, and other delicacies never found in Oswiecim. Seeing lots of exotic foods, an array of smoked fish, and fine bakery products, I wondered about the rich abundance. When we had enough time, father and I went to a kosher restaurant to have dinner together. After such a kosher dinner we visited some new interesting parts of Katowice until it was time for me to take the train home.




My Father’s Family


My father Elias Littner was born at the beginning of 1900 in Oswiecim. He hailed from a big family of six brothers and three sisters — nine live siblings. One of my father’s brothers lived in Chicago, USA and another one lived in Mährisch Ostrau ( Moravska Ostrava ) in the Czech Republic. The remaining four brothers and three sisters lived in Oswiecim.


I was familiar with all my father’s siblings, especially the ones who had children about my age or that lived close to my neighborhood, but I do not remember ever being very close with my father’s family. I don’t really know why. It could have been that his family was not very friendly with my mother’s family or maybe they did not take part in my growing up due to family politics.


I never met my grandfather Selig Littner who died long before I was born. I do remember father’s old mother who, at that time, lived at the home of her oldest daughter, my father’s older sister.


I was still a small boy of eight or nine years when Grandmother passed away. I do remember attending her funeral mainly because of the unusual circumstances that occurred there. The problems arose when her son arrived from the Czech Republic to attend her funeral.


We were unaware what problems his presence would create in Oswiecim. After the simple small town funeral he intended to return home satisfied that he fulfilled a son’s obligation. But the Chevra Kadisha — the local Jewish burial society — had other surprises for him. Assuming that a son coming from a foreign country to attend his mother’s funeral must be very well-to-do the Chevra Kadisha burial society took advantage of the situation by requesting an unrealistic sum of money from him to attend his mother’s funeral. Responding by offering the Chevrah Kadisha the requested sum of money, he hoped to attend his mothers’ funeral. When the burial society noticed that he was cooperating with them they requested even more. He was offering the greedy scoundrels at the Chevrah Kadisha a finger but they now demanded the whole hand. He added a large amount of money to his original offer but his goodwill was not appreciated and did not satisfy the greedy Chevrah Kadisha.


To embarrass him for more the Chevrah Kadisha devised another scheme asking him to leave Oswiecim or there would be no funeral. All further negotiating and reasoning fell on deaf ears and Chevrah Kadisha demanded that he leaves Oswiecim.


The city Rabbi and the president of the Jewish Committee intervened, but neither could not persuade the Chevrah Kadisha or change their stubborn minds. They insisted that he leaves Oswiecim or there would be no funeral. To no fault of his own and to prevent postponing the funeral much longer the upset son from the Czech Republic left the funeral disgusted and disappointed. According to Halakha — the Jewish religious laws — a funeral had to take place the same day a person expired. Driven by greed the Chevrah Kadisha proceeded with the funeral as soon as he left town.


Depriving a son coming from afar to attend his mothers’ funeral was Chevrah Kadisha’s unforgivable sin. Because of their greed Chevrah Kadisha wanted all, but received nothing. The same happened in the old fairytale about the “Poor Fisherman and the Golden Fish”. The fisherman wanted more but in the end received nothing.




Passover at Grandma’s


As a preschool child I especially remember the one week of Passover holidays that happened annually at my grandparents’ house. The preparations for this holiday started weeks before the actual holiday began.


All the preparations were finished ahead of time but the Humetz disposal occurred on the last day before the Passover holiday. On the last day before Passover evening the house was thoroughly cleaned of Humetz bread crumbs and the sought over bread crumbs that were hard to find had to be destroyed.


Irreplaceable pots and pans necessary to be used on Passover had to be kashered in the Mikvah before use. Serving dishes stored for a whole year boxed in the attic were used for Passover only. A day before the holiday they were brought down, cleaned and made ready for holiday use. They were wrapped in paper to protect them from soiling, and wood shavings filling the void in the special wooden box prevented any breakage. After the eight days of Passover the box was repacked and stored in the attic for next year use.


Bottles of grandma’s homemade raisin wine stood in neat rows on top of the old-fashioned credenza. The wine was fermenting for some time and was ready for consumption on Passover Seder night. Eight or ten dozens of eggs produced by grandma’s egg laying hens were saved for the holiday too. For the large Enoch family thirty-five kilos ( 75 pounds ) of hand made Matzo dough were bought from the kosher Matzo bakery in town. The primitive Matzo dough was holed and rolled out by hand. The thickness of the finished product left much to be desired.


To bake the kosher Matzo for Passover the Jewish people reactivated a special bakery used for baking Matzos only. The bakery operated for six weeks every year baking kosher for Passover Matzos for the Jewish community in Oswiecim. The hand made Matzo was baked in an old-fashioned baker’s oven, preheated the night before with wood. Six weeks before the Passover holiday many young Jewish men and women found seasonal employment helping to bake Matzos, eager to make a few hard-to-earn zlotys that would allow them to feed their poor families and to celebrate the year’s Passover holiday in style.


The finished product was uneven, round and holed at random by hand to prevent the dough from rising during the baking. Despite their best efforts, the finished product was too thick and often burnt around the edges. Packed in five-kilo packages, the primitive handmade Matzos were wrapped in brown paper and declared by the city Rabbi kosher for Passover.


Once all the preparations were completed the house was cleaned again of Humetz and looked very festive and holiday-like.


I will also not forget to describe the two large ganders the Enoch family bought four weeks ahead of time to force-feed them to get fat in time for Passover. To limit their movement they kept the ganders in a small enclosure usually located in a barn or basement corner. I do not recall whose specialty it was to force-feed the skinny but large ganders. I do remember helping with the production of hundreds of cornmeal Kluski ( dumplings ) used to make the ganders heavy with fat.


Force-fed three times a day for three weeks with hundreds of corn flour dumplings, the ganders became very fat. After three weeks the force-fed ganders, loaded with fat, could hardly stand on their two feet or move from place to place.


A day before Passover before four in the morning I was selected to take the two ganders to town and have them slaughtered by a kosher Shochet. I still don’t recall how I could carry the two heavy ganders that far under my short arms at the age of nine. I guess if there is a will there is a way.


The kosher slaughterhouse was located in town past the river bridge at the end of the Berka Joselowicza Street which was called Zydowska Ulica or Jewish Street by our Polish compatriots.


At that time the beautiful old historic Temple, built about 1800, was still standing at the end of the Jewish Street. It was opened daily for morning and evening prayers and was filled to the rafters with praying Jews on holidays. Before the Second World War the narrow Jewish Street was paved with cobblestone and pulsing with Jewish life. People lived in large families in one-room tenements without electricity, plumbing, heating or any kind of automation to ease in their lot.
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Figure 13: Postcard showing the Great Synagogue of Oswiecim in Jewish Street.


In the prelude to the Second World War — on Crystal Night in November 1938 — the historic, century old, and beautiful Temple was Figure 13: Postcard showing the Great burned down by the Germans. When Synagogue of Oswiecim in Jewish Street. I walked on the empty Jewish Street in Oswiecim fifty years later, the street was still there but lifeless and empty. The old street sign was hanging by one rusty nail on the corner and was flailing in the wind disturbing the ghostly quiet of the empty street. I could still read the street name Ulica Berka Joselowicza that once was. The empty, lifeless, abundant, and falling apart tenements looked occupied by the ghosts of the people who perished during the war. The empty area where the Temple and the Jewish enterprises once stood was then a grassy knoll.


At the end of the Jewish Street down the slope below the old historic Temple and close to River Sola was the kosher bathhouse — the Mikvah. The poultry Shochet, which was certified by a city Rabbi, was inside a dilapidated, old, scrap metal shanty next to that Mikvah.


Located in the same neighborhood, and smelling from afar, were a public city bath and some other similar Jewish enterprises too. Arriving at the place after four in the morning there was already a long line of people waiting and holding poultry like chicken, geese and turkeys to be slaughtered kosher style. Every one of the unruly characters tried to be first.


Standing in the line too long, some of the unusual looking characters became disorderly waiting for the Shochet to start his work. Urging the Shochet to open his filthy enterprise and start working, they started to get more and more rowdy. Quietly, as not to attract too much attention, I took my place in the long line of inpatient, dirty, smelly, older characters. Without saying a word I stood among them waiting patiently for my turn. Old obese and dirty looking Jewish men and women unaccustomed to seeing a kid my age standing among them eyed me with looks that could kill. The dirty, unfriendly looks made me feel strange, scared and uneasy. I found myself standing in a strange situation that made me feel out of place. Avoiding concentrating on my looming problems, I held on to the heavy ganders under my short arms waiting patiently for my turn.


In my closed palm I held the change Grandma gave me to pay the Shochet for his service. The two large ganders I held seemed to get heavier by the minute until with some celestial help I finally reached the Shochet, not a minute too soon.


Upon reaching the busy Shochet the butcher quickly took my money before cutting the ganders’ throats. He slit the ganders’ throats with one forward move using an specially sharpened Halef knife. Then he hanged the heavy ganders by their bound feet on a steel hook upside down above a rusty, blood-encrusted sink to let them bleed out for a while. The bloody, smelly, and ugly looking metal sink was damaged by rust and time. Mumbling a quiet prayer, the butcher pulled a few feathers from the gander’s throats. Observing this unusual procedure made me — a nine year old kid — feel nauseous, sick and out of place. Obviously the sight and the smell of blood mixed with so many smelly people unwashed for weeks and packed into the small unventilated darkened slaughterhouse made me feel sick. I was holding back the urge to vomit.


I took the ganders to a special place in town to have them plucked. Older, obese and dirty looking women that were living and working in one-room tenements carefully removed and kept the feathers in lieu of payment. They removed the feathers, then carefully the down. Without tearing the gander’s fatty skin they separated the feathers. I then brought the heavy ganders back home to Grandma, the fat dripping from them on my way home.


Uncle Jacob, who happened to be home, hung the butchered, fat dripping ganders on a nail in a cool place. Once they had cooled enough, Grandma removed the fatty skin from the breast and backs of the hanging ganders. The removed fatty skin was cut into small squares which Grandma rendered in a large stone pot on a hot stove. The excess rendered goose fat was filtered into jars and stored for use during the year.


After rendering the fat, the left over crispy cracklings were used to enhance the indescribable taste and texture of the freshly cooked mashed potatoes. To wash down the tasty potatoes, Grandma cooked up a tasty Borsht made from raw or fermented red beets as a base. Adding dry mushrooms to the boiling Borsht it enhanced its taste. The addition of lots of raw eggs improved the taste and texture of the red Borsht and it even changed its color. The delicious tasting Borsht could be consumed hot or cold with hot or cold boiled potatoes or simply drank cold as refreshment from a glass.


Its taste depended on individual liking or Maven’s ( experts ) assessments. The left over freshly cooked or pickled red beets were shredded and made to a salad. Adding some kosher Passover sour salt, a little sugar, and chopped onions and spices to taste, the shredded red beets were made into a refreshing tasting salad — a fine addition to cooked meats.
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