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The complete net proceeds of this book


will be donated to the fundraising organization


for Israel Keren Hayesod.
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I have based this story on the records and reports of my father (which is to be found in the appendix to this book).


Descriptions of historical places and persons are authentic. The pictures come either from generally accessible sources or from my family album. The dialogues come from my own imagination, because I believe they could have happened in this way.


The renowned Israeli author and journalist Tom Segev wrote a large-scale biography of Simon Wiesenthal, which was published by Keter Books (english version by Schocken Books in 2012). In a paragraph on page 76 he comments on the events this book is based on.


In his book ‘Hunting Evil’, the British author and historian Guy Walters describes Wiesenthal as ‘a liar who made false or exaggerated claims about his academic career and his war years,’ so that it would be impossible to make out any kind of coherent picture of Wiesenthal’s life in the Second World War.


There have been proven cases where Wiesental subjected victims to further victimisation. My father Schulim Mandel was one of these victims.


J. A. Mandel





Foreword


I have asked many people what they understand by the term ‘holocaust’. Their answers were always the same. It has to do with the murder of the Jews and the Nazi concentration camps. Well, you can’t say that’s wrong! The translation of the Greek word results in the succinct participle ‘completely burnt’. And Shoah? That is the Jewish word for holocaust, they told me. Yes, that’s right! Actually it comes from the root churban and means ‘devastation’.


And then they always went on to say that luckily after the end of the war in 1945, it was all over. But was that really the case?


Among other documents in my possession I have a memoir of my father’s, which he entitled his ‘Last Will and Testament’. Over many pages he recounts the unspeakable suffering of Jewish families in the last century. From the ghetto to the concentration camp, liberation and… that is not the end of the story. In the life of my father there was the ‘Herr Engineer’ who, after all the suffering inflicted by the Nazis, after the liberation, added to the burden my family had to bear. This man made himself an indelible reputation as a Nazi-hunter, and yet brought unspeakable suffering on my family.


I have read and reread the manuscripts written in my father’s handwriting. For a long time I hesitated. But one day, surely, it will all just have to come to light.


The content of the ‘last will and testament’ of my father is presented here in the guise of a ‘story’. This may not always meet with the reader’s approval and consent. But neither does the suffering of my family meet with my approval or consent.


It is already inconceivable, and beneath humanity, when a people – because of ethnic delusions or for other equally incomprehensible reasons – aims at the complete ruin of another people. But cruel and lawless actions of human beings against their own kind, just out of greed or fear, remain quite impossible to fathom.


Will Cain ever cease slaughtering Abel?
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Abraham Mandel





Yad Vashem, Hall of Names (Photo: David Shankbone)
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Schulim Mandel, passport photo, about 1950.








PART ONE


1939-1945





I


At a distant place in a distant time


Two gentlemen meet. One politely takes off his hat.


‘I think we may be somehow acquainted?’ says one of them, initiating the conversation.


‘Yes, we have met before,’ the other agrees. ‘It must have been at the end of the war. My memory of it is rather patchy. I was preoccupied with other things at the time, and I had a whole lot going on!’


The other man puts his hat back on and gazes straight ahead as if lost in thought. ‘Yes, I can see it as clearly as if it were yesterday. And yet it was such a long time ago. What are you doing now?’


‘Oh, I delve around in my jottings. So many names – so many tragedies – so much suffering – so many perpetrators! It would be easy to forget one thing or the other, to get things mixed up.’


‘I haven’t forgotten anything,’ says the man who took off his hat a short time ago. ‘How should I address you?’ he adds.


‘Just call me Herr Certified Engineer. That will do.’


‘So you acquired this qualification on completion of your university studies?’


This question being answered in the affirmative, the other goes on: ‘But I have information to the contrary. There were a couple of concentration camp prisoners along with you, called Tulek and Tadek. I don’t remember their surnames. The fact is that in return for camp privileges you induced them to make false statements in backing up your claim to have acquired a university degree.’


‘Well, I suppose it’s a case of who you choose to believe. I couldn’t show any documents in proof of my degree, as the University of Lemberg had of course been burned to the ground. So I had to depend on witnesses!’


‘I have also been told that you found ways of making yourself friends among the German camp overseers. You did this by telling the Germans lots of things that were spoken and planned among the prisoners in secret.’


‘Life in the concentration camp was a daily battle for survival,’ the man replied, seeking to defend himself against this attack. ‘But I was able in this way to make life easier for many of my fellow-inmates.’


‘But again only in return for favours. According to my information, plenty of valuable items secretly smuggled into the camp changed hands. Cigarettes for half a loaf of bread. Half a meagre food ration for a medicine. You said you were in twelve different camps. That simply cannot be true. The well-known Israeli historian and journalist Tom Segev unmasked you as having – to put it mildly – exaggerated. He also opined that you were a noisy troublemaker addicted to the limelight, one who always found ways of putting himself in the centre of the picture. He also thought that when the Mauthausen camp was liberated on 5 May 1945, you made yourself useful to the US War Crime Office by supplying them with a list of 91 war criminals.


His interlocutor replies: ‘Yes, in the course of my many stints in the camps I may have lost track of some things. But I still thought it important to record the names of those German officers and camp administrators on a list, so that one day they might be brought to justice.’


‘And what about the job you were given by the US Office of Strategic Services, to arrest the wanted war criminal Eichmann? Did you really succeed in tracking him down?’


‘I don’t need to pretend with you, my dear fellow,’ comes the answer. ‘Of course the suggestion came from me. But the major part was played by the Israeli secret service Mossad, I must admit.’


‘And what did the British author Guy Walters have to say about the many inconsistencies in your memoirs? He actually accused you of being a liar about your years of suffering in concentration camps. You always “adjusted” things to your own benefit. Above all with the aid funds of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, for which you were responsible immediately following the liberation. You managed these charitable donations at your own discretion – the author avoids using the word “distributed”. Did you hive off money for yourself?’


‘You can’t say that exactly,’ comes the answer. ‘I didn’t derive any financial benefits for myself. But I did use the funds to set up the institute that later came to be known as the Documentation Centre.’


‘And what about the Wiesenthal Fund? On your seventieth birthday the Netherlands even issued a stamp in your honour. Where did the profits go to?’


The question echoes in the void, unanswered. The other has turned away, and vanished in the obscure mists of history.
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Commemorative postage stamp of the Austrian Post 2010.








II


Schulim Mandel


The Mandel family comes from the little town of Gródek, not far from Lemberg. As a result of the partition, by 1918 it came under Austrian rule; after that it became Polish, then Russian and today it is part of the Ukraine. What with these political changes, the name of the place has also changed – from Gródek Jagielloński to Horodok.


A visitor to the town will easily recognise that its roots go back to the Austrian royal and imperial house. Many civic buildings with richly decorated façades line the streets and squares. The market place could be an ornament to Vienna or Budapest. You can picture a busy bustle, hasty errands. Kitchen staff, servants or even the lady of the house – as in other parts of the Austrian empire.


Four religious edifices form part of the city centre: the church of the Elevation of the Holy Cross, the church of St John the Baptist, the church of the Annunciation and the church of the Holy Spirit. These houses of divine worship testify to the Catholic faith of the population. And then too there was a still a synagogue. This was the place where 25% of the population – that is how many Jews were living in the town at the start of the past century – were obliged to go in order to practise their faith. Of something like 16,000 people who lived in Gródek in the year 1900, 3610 were of the Mosaic religion.


The town became known as a result of the Battle of Lemberg, where the Austrian royal and imperial Third Army was defeated by the Russian troops under General Nikolai Russki in the autumn of 1914. In connection with this battle the name of Georg Trakl is often cited – an Austrian lyric poet connected with the Expressionists, who served as a military pharmacist and saw hundreds of wounded soldiers die of inadequate care. Trakl processed these traumatic events in his well-known poem ‘Grodek’. Not long after, on 3 November 1914, the poet died of an overdose of cocaine.




At evening the autumn woods resound


with deadly weapons, the golden levels


and blue lakes, over which the sun


rolls darklier now; the night embraces


dying warriors, the wild cry


of their broken mouths…


(excerpt from the poem ‘Grodek’ by Georg Trakl)





In 1939 the Mandel family was living in one of those bourgeois mansions on the high street. Beneath the colonnades traders and craftsmen set up their stalls. This too was where the Mandel leather business plied its trade. The German army invaded Poland in a lightning attack. Capitulation followed just over a month later. From then on German government was imposed on the country, and the unspeakable suffering of the Jewish population began.


From one day to the next the German military administration kept issuing new decrees: forbidding Jews to practise professions, imposing lockouts, banning the open practice of the Jewish Orthodox religion and a whole lot more. Finally a construction detachment of the Todt Organisation – a building brigade based on military discipline – came on the scene, to start walling off of what was to become the Jewish ghetto.


Schulim Mandel was just 21 years old when a letter came from the ‘Jewish Council’ informing the family that they had to move into the ghetto. Schulim came of a Jewish Orthodox family. For one generation they had been engaged in the leather trade, which had earned them a comfortable life in this small town. The sudden change in living conditions hit the Mandels badly. It was not easy for them to give up a stately town house for a diminutive cell in the ghetto.


But Schulim Mandel was a resourceful character. He knew how to make friends among the guards, who to begin with were Poles. As a result he was able to leave the ghetto at times (of course this was strictly forbidden) to procure leather. So they were able to do repairs, as well as making shoes and bags. To the astonishment of the ghetto residents, their customers often included German soldiers. These sent products from the Mandels’ leather business back to their families in the Reich, where after two years of war leather goods had become practically unobtainable.


But things soon changed. The ghetto came to be constantly guarded by German soldiers, which made illegal sorties impossible. The Mandel family thus lost its source of income, and what had initially been an almost comfortable life turned into a battle for survival. One day a rumour went around that the ghetto was going to be closed and the inhabitants moved elsewhere. And in the late autumn of 1943 that was what happened.


The drone of the approaching army lorries in the morning twilight was unmistakable. The convoy was accompanied by personnel carriers, each manned by numbers of heavily armed soldiers. Then the sound of the loading flaps being opened shattered the day just dawning, followed by the bellowing of orders from the guards.


The troops charged into the ghetto. Orders to open doors were shouted from many throats within the ghetto walls simultaneously. The ghetto residents were told to pack up their belongings, just the bare minimum. The anxious murmurs of the crowd mingled with the nervous barking of dogs held on the lead by their handlers.
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