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Litzmannstadt Ghetto 1940–1944




 





Some streets in the ghetto,


with their Polish and German names




 





Bałucki Rynek – Baluter Ring (Bałuty Square)


Plac Kościelny – Kirchplatz (Church Square)


Radogoszcz – Radegast




 





Bazarna/Bazarowa Street – Basargasse


Bracka Street – Ewaldstrasse


Brzezińska Street – Sulzfelderstrasse


Ceglana Street – Steinmetzgasse


Ciesielska Street – Bleicherweg


Czarnieckiego Street – Schneidergasse


Drewnowska Street – Holzstrasse


Drukarska Street – Zimmerstrasse


Dworska Street – Matrosengasse


Franciszkańska Street – Franzstrasse


Gnieźnieńska Street – Gnesenerstrasse


Jagiellońska Street – Bertholdstrasse


Jakuba Street – Rembrandtstrasse


Karola Miarki Street – Arminstrasse


Łagiewnicka Street – Hanseatenstrasse


Limanowskiego Street -Alexanderhofstrasse


Lutomierska Street – Hamburgerstrasse


Marysińska Street -Siegfriedstrasse


Mickiewicza Street – Richterstrasse


Młynarska Street – Mühlgasse


Pieprzowa Street – Pfeffergasse


Podrzeczna – Am Bach


Próżna Street – Leeregasse


Rybna Street – Fischgasse


Szklana Street – Trödlergasse


Urzędnicza Street – Reiterstrasse


Wesoła Street – Lustigergasse


Zagajnikowa Street – Bernhardstrasse


Zgierska Street – Hohensteinerstrasse 






















The Emperor of Lies

























Memorandum







Łódź, 10 December 1939


Confidential


Classified





Establishment of a Ghetto in the City of Łódź


There are, at a reasonable estimate, some 320,000 Jews living in the city of Łódź today. This number cannot all be evacuated simultaneously. A thorough study undertaken by the relevant authorities has shown it would be impossible for them all to be concentrated in a single, closed ghetto. In due course, the Jewish question will be solved as follows:




1) All Jews living north of the line marked by 11 Listopada Street, Plac Wolności and Pomorska Street must be placed in a sealed ghetto, ensuring firstly that a strong German centre around Independence Square (Plac Wolności) is free of Jews, and secondly that this ghetto can also be extended to the northern parts of the town already inhabited exclusively by Jews.


2) Able-bodied Jews who live in other parts of Łódź will be organised into special labour units and housed in barracks under close supervision.





Preparations for and implementation of this plan are to be the responsibility of a staff consisting of representatives of the following: 




1. NSDAP (the German National Socialist Workers’ Party)


2. The Łódź representative in the Government Presiding Committee in Kalisz


3. The Łódź City housing, employment and public health departments


4. The Schutzpolizei, responsible for local law and order


5. The security police


6. The Death’s-Head Units (SS forces)


7. The Offices of Trade and Industry


8. The Offices of Finance





The authorities will also take the following preliminary measures:




1) Assess the action required to close off streets and barricade entrances and exits from buildings, et cetera.


2) Assess the resources required to position guards around the perimeter of the ghetto.


3) Hold ready material from the Administrative Development Agency for the closure of the ghetto.


4) Make preparations to ensure health-care provision in the ghetto – particularly the prevention of epidemics – by transfer of drugs and medical equipment.


5) Draw up regulations for future removal of refuse and waste from the ghetto and transportation of dead bodies to the Jewish cemetery, or for setting up a similar burial site within the ghetto.


6) Be equipped to supply the amount of fuel required by the ghetto.





As soon as these initial measures have been taken and a sufficiently large security force is available, I will fix a date for the implementation of the ghetto scheme, i.e. at a given point in time the boundaries as specified in advance will be manned by guards and the streets will be sealed with barbed wire and other obstructions. At the same time, house fronts will be walled up or otherwise blocked off by workers within the ghetto. Inside the ghetto, Jewish self-government will be established. This will consist of an Eldest of the Jews and an expanded community council (kehila).


The Department of Food Distribution in the City of Łódź will supply the ghetto with food and fuel, which will be transported to designated places within it where they will be given into the charge of the Jewish administration. The scheme will operate on the principle that the ghetto can only pay for provisions and fuel with goods, fabrics, textiles and other such items. Thus we will extract from the Jews all the valuables they have misappropriated and amassed.


Other parts of the city will be searched so that all Jews unfit for work can be transferred to the ghetto immediately it is in operation, or very soon afterwards. Those Jews fit for work will be placed in special labour units in supervised barracks constructed by the City authorities and security police.


With reference to the above, the following conclusion is to be drawn. All Jews placed in special labour units who prove unfit for work or fall ill must be transferred to the ghetto. Those Jews inside the ghetto who are still able-bodied must carry out whatever work is required within the ghetto itself. I shall reach a decision later about the extent to which able-bodied Jews are to be moved from the ghetto to the labour barracks.


Naturally, the establishment of the ghetto is only a temporary measure. I reserve the right to decide when and how the City of Łódź is to be purged of Jews. The ultimate aim must be to burn away this infectious abscess entirely, once and for all.




 





[signed]




 





Übelhör 



















PROLOGUE


The Chairman Alone


(1–4 September 1942)





 







Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest.


Ecclesiastes 9:10





 







 





That was the day, engraved for ever in the memory of the ghetto, when the Chairman announced in front of everyone that he had no choice but to let the children and old people of the ghetto go. Once he had made his proclamation that afternoon, he went to his office on Bałuty Square and sat waiting for higher powers to intervene to save him. He had already been forced to part with the sick people of the ghetto. That only left the old and the young. Mr Neftalin, who a few hours earlier had called the Commission together again, had impressed on him that all the lists must be completed and handed over to the Gestapo by midnight at the latest. How then could he make it clear to them what an appalling loss this represented for him? For sixty-six years I have lived and not yet been granted the happiness of being called Father, and now the authorities demand of me that I sacrifice all my children.


Had any one of them an inkling of how he felt at this moment?


(‘What shall I say to them?’ he had asked Dr Miller when the Commission met that afternoon, and Dr Miller had extended his ravaged face across the table, and on his other side Judge Jakobson, too, had looked him deep in the eyes, and they had both said:


Tell them the truth. If nothing else will do, you’ll have to tell them that.


But how can there be Truth if there is no Law, and how can there be any Law if there is no longer any World?)


With the voices of the dying children roaring in his head, the Chairman reached for the jacket Miss Fuchs had hung up for him on the hook on the wall of the barrack hut, fumbled with the key in the lock and had scarcely opened the door when the voices overpowered him again. But there was no Law standing outside his office door, and no World either, merely what remained of his personal staff in the form of half a dozen clerks exhausted by lack of sleep, with the tireless Miss Fuchs at their head, neatly dressed on this day as on all others in a freshly ironed, blue-and-white-striped blouse, with her hair in a chignon.


He said:




If the Lord had intended to let this, His last city, go under, He would have told me. At the very least He would have given me a sign.





But his staff just stared back uncomprehendingly:




 





Mr Chairman, they said, we are already an hour late.




 *







The sun was as it usually is in the month of Elul, a sun like the approaching Judgement Day, a sun that was a thousand needles piercing your skin. The sky was as heavy as lead, without a breath of wind. A crowd of some fifteen hundred people had gathered at the fire station. The Chairman often made his speeches there. On other occasions it was curiosity that brought people to listen. They came to hear the Chairman speak of his plans for the future, of imminent deliveries of food, of the work awaiting them. Those present today had not gathered because they were curious. Curiosity would hardly have induced people to leave the queues for the potato depots and distribution points and walk all the way to the square in front of the fire station. Nobody had come to hear news; people had come to listen to the sentence that was to be passed on them – a life sentence or, God forbid, a death sentence. Fathers and mothers came to hear the sentence that was to be handed down to their children. The elderly summoned the last of their strength to listen to what fate had in store for them. Most of those gathered there were old people – leaning on thin sticks or on their children’s arms. Or young people, holding their children tightly by the hand. Or children themselves.


With heads bowed, faces distorted with grief, with swollen eyes and throats constricted by tears, all these human beings – all fifteen hundred assembled in the square – were like a town, a community in its final moment; waiting under the sun for the Chairman and his downfall.




 





Józef Zelkowicz: In jejne koshmarne teg


(In These Nightmarish Days, 1944)







 *





The whole ghetto was out on the streets that afternoon.


Although the bodyguards succeeded in keeping the majority of the mob at a distance, a few grinning whipping boys found their way up into his carriage all the same. He leant back against the hood, too feeble to brandish his stick at them as he usually did. It was as malevolent tongues were always saying behind his back: he was done for, his time as Praeses of the ghetto was over. Afterwards they would say of him that he was a false shoyfet who had taken the wrong decision, an eved hagermanim who had acted not for the good of his people but just for the power and profit he could engineer for himself.


But he had never acted for anything but the good of the ghetto.


Lord God, how can You do this to me? he thought.


People were already filling the fire-station yard in the scalding sunlight. They must have been standing there for hours. As soon as they caught sight of the bodyguards, they hurled themselves towards him like a pack of ferocious animals. A line of policemen formed a human chain at the front and wielded their batons to drive back the crowd. But it was not enough. Sneering faces still hung over the policemen’s shoulders.


It had been decided that Warszawski and Jakobson would speak first, while he waited in the shade of the platform, to temper as far as possible the pain in the hard words he would be forced to speak to them. The only trouble was that, by the time he came to climb up onto the speaker’s rostrum they had improvised for him, there was no longer any shade, and no platform either: just an ordinary chair on a rickety table. He would be forced to stand on this tottering pedestal while the loathsome black mass jeered and gaped at him from down in the shade on the other side of the yard. Faced with this body of darkness, he felt a terror unlike any he had ever felt before. This, he now realised, must have been how the prophets felt the moment they stepped before their people; Ezekiel, who from besieged Jerusalem, the city of blood, spoke of the need to cleanse the city of evil and all filth and set a mark on the forehead of all those who rallied behind the true faith.


Warszawski spoke, and he said:




Yesterday, the Chairman received an order to send away more than twenty thousand of us … among them our children and our very oldest people.


Do not the winds of fate shift strangely? We all know our Chairman!


We all know how many years of his life, how much of his strength, his work and his health he has devoted to the upbringing of the Jewish children.


And now they demand that he, HE, of all people …







*





He had often imagined it possible to converse with the dead. Only those who had already escaped the incarceration could have said whether he acted rightly or wrongly in letting people go who would not have had any other life anyway.


In the first, difficult period – when the authorities had just begun the deportations – he had ordered his carriage so he could visit the cemetery in Marysin.


Endless days at the start of January, or in February when the flat country round Łódź, the vast potato and beet fields, lay shrouded in a raw and pallid haze. At long last, the snow melted and spring came, and the sun was so low on the horizon that it seemed to cast the whole landscape in bronze. Every detail stood out against the light: the stark mesh of the trees against the ochre shade of the fields, and here and there a splash of bright violet from a pond or the line of a brook hidden in the undulations of the plain.


On days like these he sat huddled and unmoving in the rearmost seat of the carriage; behind Kuper, whose back assumed the same curve as the horsewhip balanced in his lap.


On the other side of the fence, one of the German guards would stand stiffly, or pace restlessly up and down around his sentry box. Some days a fierce wind would blow across the open fields and pasture land. The wind swept sand and loose soil along with it, and also blew a litter of paper over the fence and walls; and with the smoking soil came the the cackle and mooing of poultry and cattle from the Polish farms just the other side of the fence. At times like these it was so evident how arbitrary the drawing of the boundary line had been. The guard stood impotent, head down into the persistent wind, with his uniform coat flapping pointlessly around his arms and legs.


But the Chairman sat there as still as ever while the sand and soil whirled around him. If all that he saw and heard had any effect on him, he did not show it.


There was a man called Józef Feldman who dug graves as a member of Baruk Praszkier’s gang of diggers. Seven days a week, even on the Sabbath since the authorities had ordered it, he was there digging graves for the dead. The graves he dug were not large: seventy centimetres deep and half a metre wide. Just deep enough for a body. But considering there was a requirement for two, perhaps even three, thousand graves a year, it was obviously heavy work. Usually with the wind and loose soil whipping him in the face.


In winter, digging was out of the question. The graves for the winter had to be dug in the warmer half of the year, which was therefore the time when Feldman and the other diggers had to work hardest. In the colder months, he retreated to his ‘office’ for a rest.


Before the war, Józef Feldman had been the owner of a small plant nursery in Marysin. In two greenhouses he had grown tomatoes, cucumbers and green vegetables, salad leaves and spinach; he had also sold bulbs and packets of seeds for spring planting. Now the greenhouses were empty and deserted, their glass broken. Józef Feldman himself slept in a simple wooden cabin off one of the greenhouses, which he had formerly used as an office. There was a low wooden bunk along its back wall. He also had a wood-burning stove, with a flue sticking straight out through the window, and a little hotplate that ran on propane gas.


All the plots of land and former allotments in Marysin were formally owned by the Eldest of the Jews, to be let out as he chose. The same applied to all land previously in collective ownership: the Zionists’ hachsharot, for example, twenty-one fenced-off allotments with long rows of meticulously pruned fruit trees where the ghetto’s Pioneers had toiled day and night; Borachov’s kibbutz, the Hashomer collective’s decaying farm on Próźna Street where they grew vegetables; and the youth cooperative Chazit Dor Bnej Midbar. Also the large, open areas behind the tumbledown old toolshed that went by the name of Prazkier’s workshop, where the few dairy cows left in the ghetto grazed. All this belonged to the Chairman.


But for some reason, the Chairman had let Feldman keep his. The two of them were often to be seen in Feldman’s office together. The big man and the little man. (Józef Feldman was diminutive. People used to say he scarcely reached to the top of the graves he dug.) The Chairman would be talking about his plans to transform the area round Feldman’s nursery business into one huge beet field and plant fruit trees on the slope down to the road.


It was something often said of the Chairman. He basically preferred the company of ordinary, simple people to that of rabbis and Council members in the ghetto. He felt more at home among the Hasidic Jews in their school in Lutomierska Street or among the uneducated but deeply devout Orthodox Jews who continued making their way out to the big cemetery on Bracka Street for as long as they were allowed to. They would sit there for hours then, crouching between the graves with their prayer shawls over their heads and their well-thumbed prayer books held to their faces. Like him, they had all lost something – a wife, a child, a rich and prosperous relation who could have been providing food and lodging now they were old. It was the same eternal shoklen, the same lament down the years:




Why is the gift of life given to one tormented so bitterly;


to one who waits for death but waits in vain;


to one who would delight if he could find his grave;


to one whose path is wreathed in darkness:


pervaded, immured by God?





From the younger visitors, less lofty sentiments were heard:




— If Moshe had left us in Mitsraim we could all have been sitting in a café in Cairo instead of being trapped in here.


— Moshe knew what he was doing. If we hadn’t left Mitsraim we would never have been blessed with the Torah. 


— And what has our Torah given us?


— Im eyn Torah, eyn kemakh, it is written; without the Torah, no bread.


— I’m quite sure that even if we’d had the Torah, we still wouldn’t have had any bread.





The Chairman paid Feldman for the winter upkeep of his summer residence in Karola Miarka Street. Virtually all the members of the Council of Elders had ‘summer residences’ in Marysin at their disposal, in addition to their town apartments in the ghetto, and some were rumoured never to leave the area, like the Chairman’s sister-in-law, Princess Helena, who was said only to leave her summer residence if there was a concert at the House of Culture or some rich business owner was giving a dinner for the shpitsn of the ghetto; then she would always put in an appearance, wearing one of her many elegant, flat, wide-brimmed hats, with some of her favourite finches in a hemp-rope basket. Princess Helena collected birds. In the garden round the house in Marysin she had her personal secretary, the versatile Mr Tausendgeld, construct a large aviary to accommodate no fewer than five hundred different species, many so rare that they were never sighted at these latitudes and certainly not in the ghetto, where the only birds generally to be seen were crows.


As for the Chairman, he shunned all excess. Even his enemies could testify to his modest lifestyle. Cigarettes, however, he consumed in great quantities, and when he was sitting up late, working in his office in a barrack hut at Bałuty Square, he not infrequently fortified himself with a glass or two of vodka.


And sometimes, even in midwinter, Miss Dora Fuchs would ring from the Secretariat to say the Chairman was on his way, so Feldman had to take his coal scuttles and march all the way up to Marki Street to light the stove, and when the Chairman got there he would be unsteady on his feet and cursing because it was still cold and damp in the house, and it would fall to Feldman’s lot to get the old man to bed. Feldman was more intimate than most with all the swings of the Chairman’s mood, and well aware of the oceans of hatred and envy that lay behind that silent gaze and sarcastic, tobacco-stained smile.


Feldman was also responsible for maintenance of the Green House, on the corner of Zagajnikowa and Okopowa Street. The Green House was the smallest and most outlying of the six orphanages that the Chairman had set up in Marysin, and here it was that Feldman would often find him, sitting hunched in Kuper’s carriage opposite the fenced-off children’s playground in the garden.


The old man clearly found it soothing to watch the children at play.


The children and the dead. Their horizons were limited. They took sides only on the basis of what was right before their eyes. They did not let themselves be duped by the machinations of the living.


They talked of the war, he and Feldman. Of that immense German army which seemed to continue expanding on all fronts, and of Europe’s persecuted Jews who had to submit to life at the feet of the mighty Amalek. And the Chairman confessed that he had a dream. Or rather, he had two. He spoke of one of them to many people; that was the dream of the Protectorate. He spoke of the other to only a few.


He dreamt, he said, that he would demonstrate to the authorities what capable workers the Jews are, so they would let themselves be persuaded once and for all to extend the ghetto. Then even other parts of Łódź would be incorporated into the ghetto, and when the war was over, the authorities would finally be forced to admit that the ghetto was a special place. Here the lamp of industry was kept burning, here there was production such as had never been seen before. And everyone had something to gain by letting the incarcerated population of Litzmannstadt work. Once the Germans had realised this, they would declare the ghetto a Protectorate within the borders of those parts of Poland that had been incorporated into the German Reich: a Jewish free state under German supremacy, where freedom had been honestly won at the price of hard work.


That was the dream of the Protectorate.


In the other, the secret dream, he was standing on the prow of a big passenger ship on the way to Palestine. The ship had left the port of Hamburg after he had personally led the exodus from the ghetto. Exactly who, apart from himself, had been allowed to emigrate was never clarified in the dream. But Feldman understood that most of them were children. Children from the vocational schools and from the ghetto orphanages, children whose lives the Praeses had personally saved. In the background, on the far horizon, was a coast: faint in the strong sun, with a strip of white buildings along the shoreline, and above them rolling hills that merged imperceptibly with the white sky. He knew it was Eretz Israel he could see, Haifa to be more precise, but he could not make anything out very clearly because it all melted into one: the white deck of the ship, the white sky, the refracting white sea.


Feldman admitted he found it hard to see how the two dreams could be compatible. The dream of the ghetto as an extended Protectorate, or the dream of the exodus to Palestine? The Chairman answered, as he always did, that the ends depended on the means, that you had to be a realist, and see what opportunities presented themselves. After all these years, he was familiar with the Germans’ way of thinking and behaving. And even he had acquired many confidants among their number. But one thing he knew for sure. Every time he woke up and realised he had dreamt the dream again, his breast filled with pride. Whatever happened, to him and to the ghetto: he would never abandon his people.


Yet later, that was precisely what he would do.


 







 





The Chairman rarely spoke of himself or where he came from. That’s all over and done with, he would say when certain events from his past were brought up. But still sometimes, when he gathered all the children around him, he found himself coming back to certain events that had presumably taken place when he was a child himself, and that he had obviously never got out of his mind. One of these stories was about one-eyed Stromka, who had been a teacher of Talmud classes back home in Ilino. Just like blind Dr Miller, Stromka had a stick, and that stick had been long enough for him to reach any pupil in the cramped schoolroom at any moment. The Chairman showed the children how Stromka used to deploy his stick, and then rocked his own heavy body just the way Stromka would rock up and down between the desks where the pupils sat hunched over their books, and every so often the stick would shoot out furiously and rap some inattentive child on the hand or the back of the neck. Like that! said the Chairman. The children had nicknamed the stick the extending eye. It was as if Stromka could see with the end of his stick. With his actual, blind eye he could see into another world, a world beyond our own where everything was perfect and without distortion or imperfection, a world where the pupils formed the Hebrew characters with complete accuracy and rattled off their Talmud verses without stumbling or hesitating in the slightest. Stromka appeared thoroughly to enjoy looking into that perfected world, but he hated what he could see on the outside.




 





There was another story, too – but the Chairman was not as fond of telling it: 


The little town of Ilino where he had grown up was situated on the River Lovat’ near the town of Velikiye Luki, for which many fierce battles were to be fought during the war. The town consisted at that time almost exclusively of narrow, rickety wooden houses, built close together. On the short slopes between the buildings, which swelled into shapeless areas of mud when the rains came in spring and the river burst its banks, there was room for little garden plots. The mainly Jewish families who lived there traded in cloth and imported comestibles and other goods from the colonies, conveyed all the way from Vilna and Vitebsk. The district was poor, but the synagogue looked like an oriental palace with two substantial pillars in front; all made of wood.


The bathhouse stood on the riverbank. On the far side of the bathhouse was a stony beach, to which the children often went after Talmud classes. The river was shallow just there. In the summertime it looked like the stagnant water from the well that his mother used when she was washing clothes on the front porch; he loved dipping his hand into the water, warm as his own urine.


At low tide, a little island would appear, a flat streak of land in midstream, on which birds would stand spying for fish. But the bank’s shallow appearance was deceptive. On the other side of the ‘island’, the muddy riverbed fell away sharply again and the water grew suddenly deep. A child had drowned there. It had happened long before he came into the world, but they still spoke of it in the village. Perhaps that was why his schoolmates were drawn to the place. Every afternoon, crowds of children competed in daring to go out to the island lying bare and exposed in the middle of the fast-flowing river. He remembers one of the boys waded in almost to the waist and stood with elbows raised far out in the choppy, glittering water, shouting to the others to hurry up and join him.


As he remembers it, he was not among the boys who then, laughing, ploughed their way through the water.


Perhaps he had volunteered to join the game but been rejected. Perhaps they had said (as they often did) that he was too fat; too clumsy, too ugly.


That was when he had a sudden inspiration.


He decided to go to Stromka and tell him what the others were up to. Afterwards he could only dimly recollect the effect he had hoped to achieve. By turning informer, he would somehow win Stromka’s respect, and if he only had respect, the other children would not dare to exclude him from their games any more.


A brief moment of triumph followed, as blind Stromka came stalking down to the river, his long stick swinging in front of him. But the moment of triumph was short-lived. He did not find himself in favour with Stromka after all. On the contrary, the evil eye stared at him from then on with even greater contempt and ill will, if that was possible. The other children avoided him. They would stand aside and whisper each day when he came to school. Then one afternoon, when he was on his way home, they came too, crowding round him. He was surrounded by a whole crowd of shouting, laughing children. That was what he remembered afterwards. The sudden surge of happiness that ran through him when he thought himself accepted and included in their circle. Though he realised at once that there was something forced and unnatural about those smiles and comradely thumps on the back. They joke and play around, they tell him to wade out into the water, they say they bet he doesn’t dare.


Then it all happens very quickly. He’s standing up to his waist in water, and behind him the children closest to him are bending down to pick up stones from the beach. And before he realises what is happening, the first stone strikes his shoulder. He feels dizzy, tastes blood in his mouth. He does not even have time to turn round ready to run out of the water before the next stone comes flying. He flails his arms, tries to get to his feet, but falls again; and the stones are landing in the water all around him. He sees they are aimed in such a way as to drive him out towards the deeper channel. The moment it dawns on him – that they want him dead – the wave of panic breaks over him. To this day, he has little idea how he did it, but by frantically pushing aside the water with one arm and holding the other over his head for protection, he somehow manages to get back onto the beach, find his feet and shuffle or limp away, as the stones rain down on him.




 





Afterwards he was made to stand with his back to the class while Stromka beat him with his stick. Fifteen brisk strokes on his bottom and thighs, already swollen and blue where the stones had hit him. It was not for missing lessons but for telling tales on his classmates.


Yet what he would remember later were not the informing and the punishment but the instant at which the smiling children’s faces down by the river were suddenly transformed into a vengeful wall, and he realised he was, in effect, in a cage. Yes, over and over again (even in front of ‘his own’ children) he would come back to that barred cage with spaces through which stones and sticks were perpetually thrown or poked at him and he was a prisoner with nowhere to retreat to and no means of protecting himself.


 







 





When does a lie begin?


A lie, Rabbi Fajner would say, has no beginning. A lie runs downwards like a rootlet, branching an infinite number of times. But if you trace the rootlets down, you never find a moment of inspiration and vision, only overwhelming desperation and despair.


A lie always begins with denial.


Something has happened – yet you do not want to admit that it has.


That is how a lie begins.




*





The evening the authorities decided without his knowledge to deport all the old and sick people from the ghetto, he had been attending the House of Culture with his brother Józef and his sister-in-law, Helena, for a celebration of the foundation of the ghetto fire brigade, precisely one year before. The following day it was exactly three years since Germany invaded Poland and the war and the occupation began. But naturally they did not celebrate that.


The soirée opened with some musical impromptus; these were followed by some turns from Moshe Puławer’s ‘Ghetto Review’, which had on that same day received its hundredth performance.


The Chairman generally found musical performances extremely trying. The deathly pale Miss Bronisława Rotsztat wound herself around her violin is if an electric shock were passing through her over and over again. Miss Rotsztat’s musical expression was, however, much appreciated by the women. Then it was time for the Schum sisters, who were twins. Their act was always the same. First they rolled their eyes and curtseyed. Then they rushed out into the wings and came back as each other. Since they were exactly alike, this naturally presented no problem. They simply swapped clothes. Then one of them vanished – and the other sister began to look for her. She looked in bags, she looked in boxes. Then the missing sister popped up and started looking for the one who had been looking before (and who had now vanished), or maybe it was actually the same sister looking all the time.


It was all extremely disconcerting.


Then Mr Puławer himself came on stage and told plotki.


One of his stories was about two Jews meeting each other. One of them was from Insterberg. The second man asked: What’s new in Insterberg? The first one replied: Nothing. The second: Nothing? The first: A hintel hot gebilt. A dog barked.


The audience laughed.




Second Man: A dog barked in Insterberg? Is that all that’s happened?


First Man: Don’t ask me. A big crowd of people seems to have assembled.


Second Man: A big crowd of people assembled? A dog barked? Is that all that’s happened in Insterberg?


First Man: They’ve arrested your brother.


Second Man: They’ve arrested my brother. What for?


First Man: They’ve arrested your brother for forging bills of exchange.


Second Man: My brother’s been forging bills of exchange? That’s not news, is it?


First Man: Like I said, nothing new in Insterberg.





Everyone in the hall convulsed with laughter, except Józef Rumkowski. The Chairman’s brother was the only person in the hall who failed to realise the joke was about him.


There were also stories about Rumkowski’s young wife Regina and her incorrigible brother Benji, whom the Chairman was said to have locked up in the mental hospital in Wesoła Street for ‘causing too much trouble’; that is, for saying things to the Chairman’s face that the Chairman did not want to hear.


The most popular stories of all, however, were about the Chairman’s sister-in-law, Helena. Moshe Puławer told those himself, coming forward to the edge of the stage with his hands stuck impishly into his trouser pockets. For example, the fact that he referred to her as the Princess of Kent, making play on the Yiddish verb for knowing a person: Ver hot zi gekent un ver vil zi kenen? He asked, and suddenly the stage was full of actors shading their eyes and spying out for the missing princess: Princess of Kent? Princess of Kent? The audience went wild, pointing to the front row where Princess Helena sat blushing bright red beneath the curved brim of her hat.


The other actors went on scanning the audience:


Where is she? Where is she?


Another actor came on stage, shamelessly imitating Princess Helena’s duck-like gait. Addressing the audience, he reported that there had been a distress call from the district fire station in Marysin. An unusual case: a woman had locked herself into her home and refused to go out. She had her husband bring food home for her. She ate and ate, and when it was finally time for her to go to the privy, she had ballooned up so much that she couldn’t get out of the door. The fire brigade would have to come and lift her through the window.


SO THAT WAS THE UNKNOWN PRINCESS OF KENT!


Upon which the whole ensemble dashed on stage, linked hands and burst into song:






S’iz keyn danken keytn


S’iz gite tsaytn 


Kayner tit zikh haynt nisht shemen


Yeder vil du haynt nor nemen;


Abi tsi zayn tsu zat*








It was the most malicious and shameless song-and-dance act Mr Puławer had ever put words to. Within a hair’s breadth of lese-majesty, and typical of the mood of despondency and chaos that had prevailed in the ghetto over the last months. Though the Chairman tried to put a brave face on it and clap in the right places, even he felt a distinct sense of relief when the acting was over and the musicians returned to the stage.


Miss Bronisława Rotsztat concluded with a turgid Liszt scherzo and drew a line under the whole deplorable business with her well-rosined bow.




 *





The following morning, Tuesday 1 September 1942, Kuper was waiting with the carriage as usual outside the summer residence on Miarki Street and the Chairman got in as usual, a scarcely audible grunt his only greeting. WAGEN DES ÄLTESTEN DER JUDEN, says a silvery-white plaque on each side of the carriage. Not that anyone could be in doubt. There is only one carriage of its kind in the ghetto.


The Chairman often toured the ghetto in his carriage. Since everything in the ghetto belonged to him, he was naturally obliged to look in from time to time, to assure himself that it was all in good order. That his workers were queuing properly at the foot of one of the ghetto’s wooden bridges, waiting to cross; that his factories stood ready with their vehicle access doors open to admit the vast flood of workers; that his police officers were on hand to prevent unnecessary altercations; that his workers went straight in and stood at their tools and machines waiting for his factory whistles to sound, ideally all together, at the same moment.


And so the factory whistles did, that morning. It was a perfectly ordinary dawn in the ghetto, clear but a little chilly. Soon, the heat of the day would burn away the last remaining moisture from the air and it would be hot again, as it had been all that summer and as it would remain for the rest of that dreadful September.


He did not notice anything amiss until Kuper turned off Dworska Street and into Łagiewnicka. The road in front of the barrier guarded by the Schupo, the German police, at the entrance to Bałuty Square was thronged with people, and none of them were on their way to work. He saw heads turn in his direction and hands reach out for the hood of the carriage. One or two people shouted at him, their faces strangely projected forward from their bodies. Then Rozenblat’s Jewish constables came running, the forces of law and order surrounded the carriage, and once the Schupo lifted the barrier, they could calmly continue into the square.


Mr Abramowicz had an arm out ready to support him as he stepped out of the carriage. Miss Fuchs came rushing out of the barrack hut, and after her came all the clerks, telephonists and secretaries. He looked from one frightened face to another and asked: What are you staring at? Young Mr Abramowicz was the first to pluck up courage, stepping forward from the knot of people and clearing his throat:




Haven’t you heard, Sir? The order came last night.


They’re emptying the hospitals of all the sick and the old!





There are several eyewitness accounts of the Chairman’s reaction on first receiving this news. Some said he did not hesitate for a moment. They had seen him head instantly, like ‘a whirlwind’, down Wesoła Street, rushing to try to save his nearest and dearest. Others thought he had received the news with a look that could best be described as derisive. He was said to have denied to the very end that any deportations had occurred. How could anything have happened in the ghetto without his knowledge?


But there were also those who thought they could see the uncertainty and fear suddenly breaking through the Chairman’s authoritarian mask. After all, was it not he who had said in a speech: My motto is always to be at least ten minutes ahead of every German command. An order had been issued sometime during the night; Commandant Rozenblat must have been informed, since the ghetto police force had been called out to the last man. All of those most closely concerned had been informed, except for the Chairman, who had been at the cabaret!




 





When the Chairman got to the hospital, just before eight on Tuesday morning, the whole area round Wesoła Street was closed off. At the hospital entrance, Jewish policemen were forming a human chain, impossible to breach. On the other side of this wall of Jewish politsayen, the Gestapo had brought up big, open-topped lorries, with two or three large trailers attached behind each vehicle. Under the supervision of the German police, Rozenblat’s men were in the process of dragging the old and the sick out of the hospital building. Some of the sick were still in their hospital clothes; others were dressed only in their underpants, or nothing at all, with their emaciated arms crossed over their chests and ribcages. A few individuals managed to break through the police cordon. One white-clad figure with a shaven head rushed towards the barrier, its blue-and-white-striped prayer shawl flowing out behind like a banner. The German soldiers immediately raised their weapons. The man’s incomprehensible cry of triumph was cut off abruptly and he fell headlong in a shower of fabric shreds and blood. Another fleeing patient tried to take cover in the back seat of one of the two black limousines that had pulled up alongside the lorries and trailers, beside which a handful of German officers had been standing for some time, impassively observing the tumultuous scene. The escapee was just attempting to crawl in through the back door of the car when its chauffeur alerted SS-Hauptscharführer Günther Fuchs to the presence of the intruder. With a gloved hand, Fuchs dragged the wildly resisting man out of the car and then shot him, first through the chest and then again – when the man was already prone – through the head and neck. Two uniformed guards immediately rushed over, grabbed the man’s arms and threw the body, still bleeding from the head, up onto the trailer, where a hundred or patients already stood crushed together.


While all this was happening, the Chairman, calm and composed, had gone up to the officer in charge of the operation, a certain SS-Gruppenführer Konrad Mühlhaus, and asked to be given access to the hospital building. Mühlhaus had refused, saying this was a Sonderaktion led by the Gestapo, and no Jews were allowed to cross the police line. The Chairman had then asked for access to the office to make an urgent telephone call. When this request, too, was turned down, the Chairman is supposed to have said:




You can shoot or deport me. But as Eldest of the Jews, I still have some influence over the Jews in the ghetto. If you want this operation to run in a smooth and dignified way, you would be wise to grant my request.





The Chairman was gone for scarcely thirty minutes. In that space of time, the Gestapo brought up more tractors and trailers, and an extra handful of Rozenblat’s men were ordered to the hospital gardens, to find any patients who had tried to escape out of the back entrance. Those patients who had been hiding in the hospital grounds all this time were felled with blows from batons or rifle butts; those who had strayed out into the road were cold-bloodedly shot by the German guards. At regular intervals, screams and stifled cries could be heard from the cluster of relatives outside the hospital grounds, who were powerless to help the infirm as they were led one by one from the hospital building. Meanwhile, more and more eyes turned to the upstairs windows of the hospital, where people expected to see the Chairman’s white-haired head appear, to announce that the operation had been suspended, that it had all been the result of some misunderstanding, that he had spoken to the authorities and all the sick and the old were now free to return home.


But when the Chairman reappeared at the main entrance after those thirty minutes, he did not even glance at the column of loaded trailers. He just walked briskly back to his horse and carriage and got in, and they set off back towards Bałuty Square.


That day – the first of the September operation – a total of 674 in-patients from the ghetto’s six hospitals were taken to assembly points around the ghetto, and then onward out of the ghetto by train. Among those expelled were Regina Rumkowska’s two aunts, Lovisa and Bettina, and possibly also Regina’s beloved brother, Mr Benjamin Wajnberger.


There were many who wondered afterwards why the Chairman had done nothing to help his own relations, in spite of the fact that everyone had seen him standing outside the hospital talking first to SS-Gruppenführer Mühlhaus, then to SS-Hauptsturmführer Fuchs.


Some thought they knew the reason for his compliance. In the course of the brief telephone conversation Rumkowski later had from inside the hospital with ghetto administrator Hans Biebow, he was allegedly given a promise. In exchange for agreeing to let all the old and sick people of the ghetto go, the Chairman would be allowed to compile a personal list from among those on the expulsion list, a list of two hundred fit and able-bodied men, men indispensable to the future operation and administration of the ghetto, who would be allowed to stay in the ghetto despite being formally above the age limit. The Chairman was said to have agreed to this pact with the Devil because he believed it was the only way to secure the continued existence of the ghetto in the longer term.


Others said Rumkowski realised that the time of promises was over, as far as he was concerned, the minute the deportations began without his knowledge. That everything the authorities had promised until then had turned out to be lies and hollow words. So what did the lives of a few family members signify, when all that was left for him was to look on, bewildered and powerless, as the whole mighty empire he had built slowly crumbled? 






* There is no one to be thanked, / These are good times, / No one need feel ashamed, / Taking is all we want to do; / Just to satisfy our hunger.
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Geto, getunya, getokhna, kokhana,


Tish taka malutka e taka shubrana


Der vos hot a hant a shtarke


Der vos hot oyf zikh a marke


Krigt fin shenstn in fin bestn


Afile a ostn oykh dem grestn




 





[Ghetto, beloved little ghetto


You are so tiny, and so corrupt!


Whoever has a hand so strong


Whoever bears a certain mark


will choose from the loveliest and the best


and at least the greatest, too]




 





Jankiel Herszkowicz: ‘Geto, getunya’


(composed and performed in the ghetto, around 1940)





 








[image: ]

© ŁódŹ City Archive











 







 





The ghetto: as flat as a saucepan lid between the thundercloud blue of the sky and the cement grey of the earth.


If geographical barriers were no concern, it could go on for ever: a jumble of buildings on the verge of rising up out of their ruins or tumbling back in again. But the real extent of the ghetto only becomes fully obvious once you are inside the rough barrier of planks and barbed wire that the Germans have put up all around it.


If it were, in spite of everything – from the air, for example – possible to create an image of the ghetto for yourself, you would clearly see that it consists of two halves or lobes.


The eastern lobe is the larger of the two. It extends from Bałuty Square and the old church square with the Church of the Most Blessed Virgin Mary in the middle – its tall, twin spires could be seen from everywhere – through the remains of what was once the ‘old town’ of Łódź and out to the garden suburb of Marysin.


Before the war, Marysin was little more than a run-down area of allotments and small dwellings, filled in with a random collection of huts and workshops, pigsties and outbuildings. After the ghetto was cut off from the surrounding area, Marysin’s little plots of land and cottages have been turned into an area of summerhouses and convalescent homes for the ruling elite of the ghetto.


Also situated in Marysin is the big Jewish cemetery and, on the other side of the fence, the railway yard at Radogoszcz where the heaviest goods and materials arrive. Units of the Schutzpolizei, the same force that guards the ghetto round the clock, lead brigades of Jewish workers from the ghetto every morning to help load and unload at the platform, and the same police company ensures all workers are led back into the ghetto at the end of the working day.


The eastern lobe of the ghetto comprises all the districts east and north of the main thoroughfare of Zgierska Street. All through traffic, including Łódź’s north–south tram link, is routed through this street, which is guarded by German police at virtually every street corner. Of the ghetto’s three, wooden-vaulted bridges, the two busiest cross Zgierska Street. The first bridge is down by the Old Square. The second bridge, called Hohe Brücke by the Germans, goes from the stone base of the church of St Mary over Lutomierska Street to the other side of Kirchplatz. The wastern lobe comprises the districts round the old Jewish cemetery and Bazarowa Square where the old synagogue (now converted into stables) once stood. The four blocks of flats in the ghetto that have running water are located in this area.


Another main road, Limanowskiego Street, leads into the ghetto from the west, thus cutting the western lobe into two smaller sections, a northern and a southern. Here there is a lesser-used wooden bridge: the bridge at Masarska Street.


In the middle of the ghetto, at the point where the two main streets, Zgierska and Limanowskiego, meet, lies Bałuty Square. You could call this square the stomach of the ghetto. All the materials the ghetto needs are digested here, and then taken on to its resorty, the factories and larger workshops. And it is from here that most of the products of the ghetto’s factories and workshops go out. Bałuty Square is the only neutral zone in the ghetto where Germans and Jews meet, totally isolated, surrounded by barbed wire, with only two permanently guarded ‘gates’: one to Łagniewnicka Street and one out into ‘Aryan’ Litzmannstadt at Zgierska Street.


The German ghetto administration also has a local office at Bałuty Square, a handful of barrack buildings back to back with Rumkowski’s Secretariat: Headquarters, as it is popularly known. Here, too, is the Central Labour Office (Centralne Biuro Resortów Pracy), headed by Aron Jakubowicz, who coordinates labour in the resorty of the ghetto and is ultimately responsible for all production and trade with the German authorities.


A transitional zone.


A no man’s or, perhaps one should say, an everyman’s land in the midst of this strictly monitored Jewish land, to which both Germans and Jews have access, the latter however only on condition that they can produce a valid pass.


Or perhaps simply the specific pain node at the heart of the ghetto that is the explanation of the ghetto’s whole existence. This gigantic collection of dilapidated, unhygienic buildings around what is basically nothing but a huge export depot.


 







 





He had discovered early on that there was a sort of vacuum of muteness around him. He talked and talked but no one heard, or the words did not get through. It was like being trapped in a dome of transparent glass.


Those days when his first wife Ida lay dying.


It was February 1937, two and a half years before the outbreak of war, and after a long marriage which, to his great sorrow, had borne no fruit. The illness, which perhaps explained why Ida had remained childless, made her body and soul slowly waste away. Towards the end, when he took the tray up to the room where she was in the care of two young maids, she no longer recognised him. There were times when she was polite and correct, as if to a stranger; and others when she was curtly dismissive. On one occasion she knocked the tray out of his hand and shouted at him, calling him a dybek who must be driven out.


He watched over her while she slept; that was the only way he could convince himself he still completely owned her. She lay tangled in her sweat-soaked sheets, lashing out in all directions. Don’t touch me, she screamed, keep your dirty hands off me. He went out onto the landing and called to the maids to run for a doctor. But they just stood down there, staring at him, as if they did not understand who he was or what he was saying. In the end, he had to go himself. He staggered from door to door like a drunken man. Finally he got hold of a doctor who demanded twenty złoty before he would even put his coat on.


But by then it was too late. He bent over and whispered her name, but she did not hear. Two days later, she was dead. 




 





He had once tried his luck as a manufacturer of plush in Russia, but the Bolshevik Revolution had got in the way. His hatred of all manner of socialists and Bundists stemmed from that period. I know a thing or two about Communists that isn’t fit for polite company, he would say.


He saw himself as a simple, practical person, without any sophisticated airs and graces. When he spoke, he said what he thought, loud and clear, in an insistent, slightly shrill voice that caused many people to look away uncomfortably.


He was a long-standing member of Theodor Herzl’s party, but more for practical convenience than out of any burning belief in the Zionist cause. When the Polish government postponed the elections for the local Jewish councils in 1936 for fear that the socialists would take over those, too, all the Zionists in the Łódź kehila resigned and let Agudat Israel run the council on his own. All except Mordechai Chaim Rumkowski, who refused to put his place on the community council at anyone else’s disposal. His critics, who responded by expelling him from the party, said he would collaborate with the Devil himself if it came to it. They did not know how right they were.




 





There was a time when he had also dreamt of becoming a rich and successful cloth manufacturer, like all the other legendary names in Łódź: Kohn, Rozenblat or the incomparable Izrael Poznański. For a while, he and a partner ran a textile factory. But he lacked the sort of patience needed for business. He lost his temper over every late delivery, suspected deception and swindling behind every invoice. It ended in altercations between him and his partner. This was followed by the Russian venture, and bankruptcy.


When he returned to Łódź after the war, he took a job as an agent and salesman for various insurance companies including Silesia and Prudential. Curious and terrified faces crowded the windows at his knock, but no one dared open the door. They called him Pan Śmierć, Mr Death, and he also wore the face of Death as he dragged himself through the streets, for his stay in Russia had made him sick at heart. He often sat alone in one of the fashionable cafés on Pietrkowska Street which were frequented by the doctors and lawyers in whose distinguished circles he would have liked to be seen.


But no one would share a table with him. They knew he was an uneducated man who resorted to the coarsest of threats and insults to sell his insurance. He told a paint dealer on Kościelna Street he would drop dead if he did not sign up his family at once, and the next morning he was found dead under the flap of his own shop counter, leaving his wife and seven children suddenly with no means of supporting themselves. At Mr Death’s café table, people with confidential information came and went; they sat with their backs to everyone and dared not show their faces. It was said he was consorting even then with certain people who would later be part of the ghetto’s Beirat – ‘third-rate “personages” with little appreciation of the public good, still less of ordinary honour and decency’. It was as if wherever he went, he found himself trailed not by the ‘great men’ he envied, but by a pack of wasters.




 





But then something happened: a conversion.


He was later to tell the children and the nurses at the Green House it had felt as if the words of the Lord had suddenly and unexpectedly revealed themselves to him with the force of an exhortation. From that day forward, he said, the sickness had left him, like some mere, fleeting illusion.


It happened in winter. He had been dragging himself dejectedly through one of the dark, narrow streets of Zgierz, when he came across a girl sitting huddled under a sheet-metal shelter at a tram stop. The girl had stopped him, and asked him in a voice shaking with cold if he could give her anything to eat. He took off his long overcoat and wrapped it round the girl, then asked her what she was doing out so late, and why she had no food. She replied that both her parents were dead and she had nowhere to live. None of her relations had been willing to take her in or give her anything to eat.


Then the future Chairman took the girl with him up the hill, to where the client he was on his way to visit lived on the top floor of a grand house. This man was a business associate of the well-known cloth merchant and philanthropist Heiman-Jarecki. Rumkowski told the man that if he knew the meaning of Jewish tsdóke, he would at once take care of this orphan girl, give her a nutritious meal and a warm bed to sleep in; the businessman, who by that stage realised death might be his fate if he refused, dared do nothing but follow Rumkowski’s instructions.




 





From that day, Rumkowsi’s life changed dramatically.


Reinvigorated, he acquired a dilapidated estate building in Helenówek just outside Łódź, and set up a home for orphaned children. His intention was that no Jewish child would have to grow up without food, a place to live, and at least some rudimentary schooling. He read a lot, and his reading now included for the first time works by the founding fathers of the Zionist movement, Ahad Haam and Theodor Herzl. He dreamt of creating free centres, where children could not only work the soil like proper kibbutznikim but also learn simple crafts in preparation for the vocational colleges that awaited them when they eventually left the homes.


He acquired the funding to run his Kinderkolonie from various sources, including the American–Jewish aid organisation JDC, the Joint Distribution Committee, which donated freely and abundantly to all manner of charitable institutions in Poland. He raised the rest of the money the same way he sold life insurance. He had his methods. 


So here’s Mr Death again. But this time it’s not life insurance he’s selling, it’s sponsorship, for the upkeep and improvement of orphan children. He has names for all his children. They are called Marta, Chaja, Elvira and Sofia Granowska. He has photographs of them in his wallet. Small, bandy-legged three-and four-year-olds, with one hand thrust in their mouths, while the other gropes the air for some invisible adult.


And there’s no escaping behind kitchen curtains for the prospective policyholders this time. Mr Death has found himself a profession that means he can set himself above life and death. He says it is every Jew’s moral duty to give to the weak and needy. And if the donor does not give what he demands, he threatens to do all he can to blacken that person’s name.


His Kinderkolonie grew and flourished.


Six hundred orphan children were living in Helenówek the year before the war, and they all saw Rumkowski as a father; they all greeted him joyfully whenever he took a trip out to see them and came driving up the long avenue. He would have his jacket pockets full of sweets, which he sprinkled over them like confetti, to make sure it was they who ran after him and not him after them.




 





But Mr Death is Mr Death, whatever coat he chooses to wear.


There is a particular kind of wild beast, he once told the Green House children. It is woven from little bits of all the animals the Lord ever created. This beast’s tail is forked, and it is to be seen walking on four legs. It has scales like a snake or a lizard and teeth as sharp as a wild boar. It is unclean; its belly drags on the ground. Its breath is as hot as fire and burns everything around it to ashes.


It was a wild beast like that which came to us in the autumn of 1939.


It changed everything. Even people who had previously lived peacefully side by side became part of the body of that wild beast. 


The day after German tanks and military vehicles rolled into Plac Wolności in Łódź, a group of SS men, drunk on cheap Polish vodka, went along the main road, Pietrowska Street, dragging Jewish tradesmen from their shops and cabs. Cheap Jewish labour was needed somewhere, it was said. The Jews were not even given time to pack their belongings. They were rounded up into big groups, ordered to form columns and marched off in various directions.


Those who ran businesses quickly closed their shops. All those families who were able to barricaded themselves in their homes. The occupying German authorities then issued a decree allowing the Gestapo access to all homes in which Jews were hidden, or were suspected of concealing their wealth. Anything of value was confiscated. Anyone who protested or offered resistance was forced to perform some humiliating task in full public view. A senior Gestapo officer walked along the street, spitting. He was followed by three women, who were forced to fight each other to be the first to lick up his saliva. Other women were put to cleaning the city’s public toilets with their own toothbrushes and underwear. Jewish men, young and old, were harnessed to wagons and carts fully loaded with stones or refuse and forced to haul them from one place to another. Then to unload them, and then to load the whole lot back on again. Ordinary Poles stood silently alongside – or gave stupid cheers.


Jewish Community Council members tried to negotiate with those now holding power; collectively and individually, they made vigorous representations to the German city commissioner, Albert Leister. Leister finally agreed to receive a certain Dr Klajnzettel at the Grand Hotel, where he was having a meeting with Friedrich Übelhör, the chief of police. Dr Klajnzettel was a lawyer, and brought with him a long list of expropriations of Jewish land and property that had occurred since the German invasion. 


There was a large walnut tree in front of the hotel. After twenty minutes, Klajnzettel was escorted from the hotel by two SS men, who took a long rope, tied the doctor by the ankles and knees and hoisted him up, leaving him hanging upside down from the tree. Around the tree, a crowd of Polish men and women had gathered, and they were at first horrified, but then began to laugh at Klajnzettel, writhing upside down in the tree. There were also a few Jews among the crowd, but no one dared to intervene. Some unoccupied soldiers on guard outside the hotel began throwing stones at Klajnzettel to make him stop screaming and yelling. After a while, some of the Poles in the crowd joined in. In the end, a hail of stones was flying into the tree and the man dangling there like a bat, his own coattails over his face, was no longer moving.


One of those who witnessed the stoning of Dr Klajnzettel was Mordechai Chaim Rumkowski. He had his own memory of where stoning could lead, and what was more, he thought he knew something about the nature of the monster that seemed to have absorbed the city’s Polish inhabitants into its rough, lizard skin. He thought he knew that when the Germans spoke of Jews, they were speaking not of human beings, but of a potentially useful though basically repulsive raw material. A Jew was a deviation in himself; the very fact of a Jew asserting some kind of individuality was a monstrosity. Jews could only be referred to in collective form. In fixed numbers. Quotas, quantities. This was how Rumkowski thought: To make the monster understand what you meant, you yourself had to start thinking like the monster. See not one, but a larger number.


At that point, he applied by letter to Leister. He was careful to underline that the letter expressed his personal understanding, which was therefore not necessarily shared by the other members of the Łódź kehila. But the letter nonetheless contained a proposal: 




If you need seven hundred workers, turn to us: we will give you seven hundred workers.


If you need a thousand, then we will give you a thousand.


But do not spread terror among us. Do not tear men from their jobs, women from their homes, children from their families.


Let us live quietly and in peace – and we promise to assist you as far as possible.





Then somebody did listen to Rumkowski at last, after all.


On 13 October 1939, Albert Leister issued a proclamation that he had dissolved the old kehila of Łódź and in its place appointed him, Mordechai Chaim Rumkowski, to the position of Chairman of a new, governing Council of Elders, answerable only to him.


 







 





The march into the ghetto –


It is February 1940. Snow on the ground. The sky bright white, poised motionless above.


Across the snow trundle creaking wagon wheels, barouches with sagging suspension, carts loaded high with suitcases and precariously lashed items of furniture.


Some are in front, pulling the carts, others push from behind, or walk alongside to make sure the huge mountain of bags and cases does not tip over.


Tens of thousands of people in motion, grand folk and workers. The grey winter’s day does not differentiate between them. Despite the cold, some are wearing skirts or in shirtsleeves, perhaps with a blanket or coat round their shoulders, driven out of their hiding places by the Gestapo, which is continuing its search of every Jewish home. Sporadic shots are heard from inside the buildings. There is broken glass lying in the snow.


He sings as he escorts the children from Helenówek.


They have brought everything with them: even housekeepers, cooks and nurses.


They are like a travelling company. Dangling pots and pans clatter.


They have five horse-drawn vehicles at their disposal, among them the carriage that will later become his own dróshke, with the fold-down step and the silver plaque on each side.


He sits in the front carriage beside the coachman Lev Kuper, along with some of the children; they are wearing thick winter hats and coats trimmed with fur. They drive past the ruins of the Temple Synagogue in Kościusz Street. 


He tells the children about the town he came from.


It is like the town they are heading for.


A teeny tiny town, he explains. So tiny it fits into a matchbox.


He holds up his tobacco-stained hands to show them.


He has a high, almost squeaky voice. It is the combination of his thin monotone and his bodily bulk (he is not tall or burly in any way, but heavy) that makes such an overwhelming impression on the children who have had the misfortune to encounter him; this and the anger that could suddenly suffuse him, overpowering in its intensity. With eyes open wide and spittle spraying from his lips, he sends a hail of sarcastic comments over whichever apprentice or clerk or day labourer has not completed his task, and, a second later, his stick follows. Even when his voice is mild and temperate, it is clear he will brook no contradiction.


He is also very conscious of the effect he has on others; in the same intuitive way that an actor is conscious of the range of expression available to him on stage. Playing the childish idiot. Or the tough, dogged, loyal worker. A wise old man with semi-blind eyes and a cracked voice, who has seen his whole life pass by. He is almost uncannily clever at assuming these different guises and at falling into others’ way of speaking, so he sounds just like them –


There was a cobbler in this little town, and a blacksmith.


(He mimics:)


There was a baker and a lacemaker.


There was a cooper and an apothecary.


There was a cabinet-maker and a rope-maker.


And of course there was also a rabbi.


(who lived right at the back of the synagogue in an unheated room full of books and papers)


And there was a teacher there, too, a teacher who wasn’t like your teachers but had one good eye and one bad.


(with the good eye he looked to all those who were of any use – 


and with the bad eye at those who drifted round idly with nothing to do)


When he talks to, or in front of, the children, his thin voice is as smooth and flat as a stone, but with a slightly pedantic ring. His tongue and palate linger a moment on every syllable, to make sure the children are listening.


And the children truly are.


The older ones with a look of blind fascination on their faces, as if they can’t get enough of the perfectly judged, rhythmic, metronome beat of that thin voice.


For the younger ones, the voice is if anything more hypnotic. As soon as the Chairman starts to speak, it is as if the person behind the voice disappears, leaving just the voice, hanging disembodied in the air like the glow of the cigarette he would at some stage in his story produce from his silver case and light.


And then there was someone who could do a bit of all the things I’m going to tell you about: he was called Kamiński.


He skinned and flayed oxen and sheep.


He even had the skill of tanning the hides the old way, by rubbing fat into them and burning them over an open fire.


He also had the art of repairing clocks and watches.


He used mixtures of herbs to make decoctions that cleaned wounds and eased swellings.


He knew exactly what kind of clay to insert between the oven stones of stoves that had burnt through.


It was said that he could even tame wild wolves.


The Chairman went quiet for a little while.


The end of his cigarette glowed red and enlarged before fading again when he took a puff, and then another. He was called Kamiński, he added quietly to himself.


In the light of the glowing cigarette, the furrowed old face softened, and assumed a sort of introspective look. As if he could see quite clearly in front of him the man he was attempting to conjure up for them: 


He was called Kamiński …


And everybody got angry with this Kamiński.


(the rabbi got cross, because he saw him as an envoy of Satan, but so did the baker, the tanner, the paver, the locksmith and the apothecary, because they all thought he was stealing their customers from before their very eyes …)


So the members of our kehila unanimously decided to have him deported from the village.


But it was decided that he would first be shut in a cage and put on show in the market place.


He sat in the cage for forty days, a trapped animal baring his teeth like a wolf, while he showed the children who flocked around the cage how to make matze –


Pat pat, with both hands


(like this!)


The Chairman clamped his cigarette between his lips. Held up his own hands and demonstrated by clapping and patting his hands together.


Bread, he said, and smiled.


 







 





The Lord took seven days to create and order the world.


It took Rumkowski three months.


On the first of April 1940, a whole month before the ghetto was sealed, he opened a tailor’s workshop at 45 Łagiewnicka Street and put the energetic manufacturer Dawid Warszawski in charge of operations there. This was the resort later to be known as the Central Tailors. Shortly afterwards, in May, another tailoring workshop opened at 8 Jakuba Street, close to the ghetto boundary. On the eighth of July, a shoemaker’s opened in the same premises as the Central Tailors.


And so it went on:




14 July: a cabinet-maker’s and a factory for wood products at 12–14 Drukarska, with a timber store for the latter in the yard.


18 July: another tailor’s workshop, at 18 Jakuba.


4 August: a workshop for upholstering furniture at 9 Urzędnicza. Mattresses were also made here, as well as sofas and armchairs (stuffed with dried seaweed).


5 August: a linen factory at 5 Młynarska Street.


10 August: a tannery at 9 Urzędnicza. (This dressed soles and uppers to be used for shoes and boots for the Wehrmacht.)


15–20 August: a dye works; a shoemaker’s (actually a slipper factory) in Marysin; and another tailoring workshop, this time at 53 Łagiewnicka Street.


23 August: a metalwork factory on Zgierska, manufacturing among other things metal tubs and various kinds of bucket and pail; as well as containers for wood-gas fuel, primarily for military use.


17 September: a (new) tailor’s, at 2 Młynarska Street. 


18 September: another tailor’s, 13 Żabia Street.


8 October: a furrier’s, 9 Ceglana.


28 October: yet another tailor’s, 10 Dworska Street.





Apart from uniforms for the German army, the tailors produced (for the same army): protective and camouflage suits; footwear of all kinds: shoes, heavy-duty boots, marching boots; leather belts with metal buckles; blankets, mattresses. But also various kinds of women’s underwear: corsets and brassieres. And for men: earmuffs and woollen jackets, the model known at the time as golfing jackets.


Under the authorities’ direction, Rumkowski set up his administrative office in a number of interconnecting wooden barrack huts on Bałuty Square. The German ghetto administration had its local office in a couple of similar blocks. The section of the ghetto administration under the city’s jurisdiction was in Moltkestrasse, in central Litzmannstadt.


The head of the ghetto administration was Hans Biebow.


Biebow supported Rumkowski’s plans from the very start. If Rumkowski told Biebow they were a hundred cutting-out machines short, then Biebow arranged delivery of a hundred cutting-out machines.


Or sewing machines.


Sewing machines were hard to get hold of in wartime, in an economic crisis. Many of those fleeing Poland before the German invasion had taken their more basic machines with them.


But Biebow managed to organise even sewing machines. They might not arrive in full working order, for Biebow always tried to pay the lowest possible price. But Rumkowski would reply that it didn’t matter if the Singer machines were in a usable state or not. He had foreseen the problem and set up two sewing-machine repair workshops in the ghetto: one at 6 Rembrandtstrasse (Jakuba), the other at 18 Putzigerstrasse (Pucka).


This was how their collaboration initially worked: 


Whatever the one saw a need for, the other procured.


And that was how the ghetto grew: suddenly, out of nothing, materialised the German army’s most important stock supplier.




*





Here’s Biebow. He’s holding a garden party for his staff in a leafy inner courtyard near the offices of the German occupying authorities in Moltkestrasse.


In the background: a long table, decorated with wreaths and freshly cut flowers. Rows of tall, fluted glasses. Piles of plates. Platters of cakes, pastries and fruit. People are standing in a crowd round the table, most of them in uniform.


Biebow himself in the foreground, wearing a light-coloured suit with narrow lapels to the jacket, and a dark tie. His hair is in the military style, shaved right up the back of his neck, and parted to one side, accentuating the angular shape of his face, with its pronounced chin and cheekbones. Beside him, one can glimpse Joseph Hämmerle, the head of finance, and Wilhelm Ribbe, who was in charge of goods deliveries and stock purchase in the ghetto. The latter’s narrow, foxy-looking face looks out from between two rather plump women, while his arms are round their waists. The two women have permed hair and very obvious dimples. The reason for their laughter is the Torah scroll in Biebow’s hand, which he has been given as a birthday present.


In actual fact, it is one of the scrolls the community rabbis were able to save at the last moment from the burning synagogue in Wolborska Street in November 1939, scrolls which the German authorities have now, as it were, confiscated all over again, this time with the express purpose of giving them to Biebow as a gift. It is widely known among senior German officers and officials in Łódź that Biebow has a comical weakness for Judaica of all kinds. He even considers himself something of an expert on Jewish questions. He has already, in a letter to the Reichssicherheitshauptamt in Berlin, offered to take over the running of the concentration camp in Theresienstadt personally. There are cultivated Jews there, as opposed to the poor and uneducated workers who jostle for space here.


By this stage, Rumkowski thinks he has got to know Biebow quite well. Er ist uns kein Fremder, is how he often describes him. Nothing could be further from the truth.


Biebow is an erratic administrator. Sometimes he is absent from the ghetto for weeks on end, only to turn up with a huge delegation and demand immediate stocktaking in every factory. With his bodyguards in tow, he then goes from workshop to workshop, searching their stores of materials for anything hidden away on the sly. If, on his way back to Bałuty Square, he happens to pass a wagon or handcart of potatoes or vegetables en route to the soup kitchens of the ghetto, and a single potato falls off the back, he gestures majestically to halt the vehicle, and goes down on hands and knees to retrieve the dropped potato. Then wipes it on the sleeve of his jacket before replacing it carefully, almost reverently, on the pile.


You must look after what little you have.


This concern for every overlooked detail in the ghetto is not easy to reconcile with Biebow’s personality as a whole, which is expansive, to say the least. He is seldom sober when he comes into the office, and when he is in what he calls ‘a delicate condition’, he often summons his Eldest of the Jews. One day when Rumkowski comes in, he is sitting at his desk howling like a dog. On another occasion he is crawling around on all fours in front of the desk, doing imitations of a chuffing steam engine. It is the day after the first removal order has been issued: the order for the first train convoys to the death camps in Chełmno.


Biebow generally adopts a considerably more friendly tone. He wants to talk things over. He wants to talk production quotas and food deliveries. That kind of discussion could sometimes lead to a strange, false intimacy between them. Well I must say, Rumkowski, you’ve developed quite a belly, he might say, for example, throwing his arms round the other man’s girth.


That certainly was a sight: the coffee merchant from Bremen clinging to the ghetto’s Eldest of the Jews as if to a reluctant pillar. Rumkowski stood there, hat in hand, his head bent subserviently as always. Openings like that gave Biebow the excuse to expand on his thesis that the hungry are the best workers.


Workers with full stomachs get bloated, he said.


They can’t keep a firm grip on their tools, he said.


They fall on their arses.


And if they don’t fall on their arses, they can’t tear their eyes away from the clock on the wall telling them when they can leave their seats and let their overfed bodies get some rest.


No, he went on theorising, the thing is to keep the swine at a level where they’ve got a little but never quite enough. When they’re working, they think about food all the time, and the thought of soon being able to eat makes them work a bit more, give up a bit more, always on the verge of getting by and yet never quite there; on the verge, Rumkowski, on the verge.


(You see? he said, looking at the Chairman as if appealing to him, as if still not entirely sure Rumkowski had understood the full implication of what he had said.)




*





There was a Debt. Biebow constantly reminded him about it. The outward manifestation of this Debt was a loan of two million Reichsmarks made to Rumkowski by Leister, the City Commissioner, allowing the former to expand the industries of the ghetto. This loan was now to be paid off in instalments, with interest; the payments were to be in the form of Jewish possessions that had been confiscated and goods that had been produced, and these were now streaming through the export depot at Bałuty Square at an ever-increasing rate.


But the Debt also had an internal dimension. It was used to establish the value of work within the ghetto. The amount for subsistence for each inhabitant of the ghetto was reckoned at thirty pfennigs; no one living there was to cost more than that. It was Biebow’s head of finance, Joseph Hämmerle, who had worked out this Jew allowance on the basis of what it cost to supply food and fuel to the ghetto.


Families with children or old people at home faced the added burden of the cost of milk, if available, plus electricity and fuel. The Chairman set one of his colleagues to working it all out. To guarantee the survival of a single adult in the ghetto it took a food ration costing at least one mark and fifty pfennigs per day, that is to say, five times as much as the daily quota fixed by the authorities.


Most of the food supplies reaching the ghetto were also of poor quality or downright inedible. Out of a ten-thousand-kilo consignment of potatoes that reached the ghetto in August 1940, only 1,500 kilos could be salvaged. The rest of the shipment was entirely rotten and had to be buried in the cesspits at Marysin.


So how did one set about feeding a ghetto of 160,000 people on 1,500 kilos of potatoes?


It could only be a matter of time before hunger riots broke out.


In August 1940, the unrest began.


The demonstrators were not initially violent, but they were vociferous. Wave after wave of impoverished Jews in rags came welling out of the buildings in Lutomierska and Zgierska Streets, and it soon became impossible to move in the ghetto except by going with the flow of the marchers.


Rumkowski knew at once that he was facing a serious dilemma.


Leister had made it plain from the outset that if he, Rumkowski, was not able to maintain peace and order in the ghetto, then the Gestapo would dissolve the whole Council of Jewish Elders with immediate effect, and the autonomy he had dreamt of for the Jews of the ghetto would be nothing more than a memory.


He had, however, no proper police force of his own to deploy. Armed only with their own fists and a rubber truncheon each, the fifty ghetto policemen Commendant Rozenblat had managed to assemble did not even venture among the ranks of demonstrators. They opted instead to erect barricades along the streets and then make themselves scarce. But the demonstrators paid little attention to barricades. They were soon massed outside Hospital No. 1 in Łagiewnicka Street, where the Chairman had his ‘private quarters’, shouting, swearing and chanting slogans. They also despatched a messenger to demand that the Chairman come out and ‘speak’ to them.


Down in the hospital, Wiktor Miller, the blind doctor, was on the telephone urging more doctors to come on duty. Dr Miller had served in the Germans’ last war as a field surgeon, and just as he was helping to carry away a soldier who had fallen in a French artillery onslaught, an ammunition store close by had blown up. The explosion took off his right leg and bits of his right arm, and shrapnel penetrated his skull through both eyes, permanently blinding him. For this contribution, the Germans had awarded him the Iron Cross for ‘courage in the field’. But it was for his contribution during the hunger riots in the ghetto that he definitively earned himself the epithet Justice. With the scar tissue in his mangled face shiny and sweating behind his dark glasses, and with only his stick and a couple of bewildered nurses to aid him, he ran to and fro calming the most hot-blooded demonstrators while helping the wounded onto stretchers so they could be carried into improvised surgeries in the waiting rooms. For now, most of the wounded had only themselves to blame: they had been trampled by the crowd, or collapsed with exhaustion or dehydration. They had nothing to eat, after all, so how could they find the strength to demonstrate? Outside the waiting room, a man lay bleeding copiously from a gash to his head caused by a piece of paving stone intended for the Chairman’s windows on the first floor.


It was now clear that the revolt had spread throughout the ghetto.


In the meantime, Rumkowski’s brother Józef and the latter’s wife had arrived at the rooms where the Chairman lived. From the first-floor windows they could see Rozenblat’s men wielding their harmless batons, hitting out in a pathetic attempt to make inroads into the crowd. Fights broke out here and there, where isolated knots of men refused to flinch from the baton blows and continued their offensive with stones and sticks.


On this occasion, Princess Helena was highly agitated and declared to everyone around her that it was just like the revolution in Paris, when the people ‘lost their senses’ and turned against their own kind. She tottered back and forth between the window and the desk, giving little screams and flailing her arms. The sight of the scenes of tumult outside was eventually too much for her: They’re going to kill us all, she shrieked hoarsely, and then staged one of her more extravagant fainting fits.


As always when Princess Helena was afflicted by some malaise, Józef Rumkowski stalked over to his brother. And just stood there: right up close to him, with his gaze fixed accusingly on him. He had done it ever since they were little.


Well, what are you going to do about this? he said.


And Rumkowski? As always on such occasions, he sensed his feelings of inadequacy and shame being diluted by an unreasoning hatred: of his brother’s rigid reproaches; of his subjection to a wife who was trying with all the means at her disposal to divert attention from the situation that had arisen onto her own interminable self-pity. In normal circumstances, his anger would have erupted at that moment. But no angry outburst ever made any impact on Jósef. His brother just went on staring. There was no way of retreating from or evading that unyielding stare.


Luckily, neither of them needed to do anything.


The Germans were already on the way.


From further down Zgierska, the sound of emergency vehicles could already be heard – and a discernible sense of alarm spread not only through the ranks of the demonstrators but also among the policemen Rozenblat had called in, most of whom had already been knocked to the ground or taken shelter against the walls of the buildings along Spacerowa Street. Should they exploit the situation and try to look as though they were ‘responding forcefully’ when the Germans came, or copy the demonstrators and try to run away as fast as possible?


Most of them opted for the latter but, like the demonstrators, did not get very far before a whole commando of German security forces blocked all the surrounding roads with riot-squad vans and strategically parked jeeps. Rounds of submachine-gun fire issued from the vehicles to confuse the fleeing demonstrators, who didn’t know which way to run, and seconds later soldiers came surging from every corner and alleyway. In the space of a few minutes, Łagiewnicka Street had been completely cleared, leaving only a handful of bodies lying there among a pathetic collection of broken paving stones, abandoned caps, and trampled leaflets and banners.


That night, Rumkowski called a meeting, attended by Commandant Rozenblat, Wiktor Miller and Henryk Neftalin the head of the Population Registration Bureau. Plus some of the district police commanders in whom Rozenblat claimed to have particular confidence.


The Chairman urged them all to take a sensible view of the situation. 


Ordinary people, particularly men with a family to support, did not take to the streets en masse unless exhorted to do so. There were troublemakers in every district. And it was these agitators they needed to get at: Communists and Bundists and activists from the left wing of the Poale Zion; countless secret party cells had been formed inside the ghetto. Treacherous people. People who did everything in their power to prove there was no difference between those in positions of trust in his administration and the odious Nazis. Rumour had it that there were even men in his own Council of Elders trying to exploit the situation for their own gain, individuals who had ways of discreetly stirring up the troublemakers with the aim of making the Germans dismiss the whole Beirat.


What the Chairman wanted from Rozenblat and Neftalin was names. The lists of names would be divided among all police units, which would be detailed to swoop on the suspects’ homes the following night. It made no difference whether they were socialists, Bundists, or just run-of-the-mill criminals and troublemakers. He had already ordered prison chief Shlomo Hercberg to prepare special examination cells for interrogations.


The strategy proved surprisingly effective. Between September and December there were no further incidents; the ghetto remained calm. But then winter came, and winter was his enemy’s best friend.


Hunger.


The discontented were driven out onto the street once more, now so desperate that they stopped at nothing, least of all a simple baton blow.




*





That was the first ghetto winter.


They said in the ghetto that it was so cold the saliva froze in people’s mouths. Sometimes people did not turn up for work because they had frozen to death in their beds during the night. The Fuel Department sent out teams of workers to pull down ramshackle buildings and salvage the wood. On the Chairman’s express orders, all fuel was to go to the workshops and factories, and also to soup kitchens and bakeries which would not otherwise have had anything to heat their ovens with. Allocating fuel for private consumption was out of the question. Which naturally had the effect of increasing the black-market price of fuel tenfold within just a couple of days. It was here, on the black market, that the majority of sawn wood ended up. As the fuel crisis deepened, deliveries of flour to the bakeries of the ghetto failed to materialise. When the Chairman took it up with the authorities, they said they were not even getting their own emergency supplies through, because of the snow and ice. He tried to play for time by temporarily reducing rations, but he was aware of trouble starting to brew out in the factories again.


Every day brought the same sights. Snowbound streets, carts and sledges that could not be shifted because their wheels or runners had frozen fast in the snow. It took the shoulders of at least four men to get the handcarts back into the tracks worn by other wheels. And at the soup kitchens in Zgierska Street, in Brzezińska, in Młynarska, Drewnowska, sat rows of backs, male and female, huddled tightly together under coats and shawls and bedcovers, drinking down the increasingly watery soup as dense clouds of fine snow blew through the streets and alleys.


The disturbances that now broke out were of a different kind.


The mob was fully mobile this time. It had no set destination when it gathered in the streets, but moved swiftly from district to district.


Rumour was what drove it.


A ratsye iz du, a ratsye iz du!


Wherever these words were heard, people turned and followed the crowd to where the incoming food convoys were thought to be heading.


A food delivery would scarcely be through the Radogoszcz Gate before it was attacked. The driver of the horse-drawn vehicle would be pulled to the ground, and as five or six men put their shoulders to it, the whole cart went over, to great cheers. By the time the Schupo lumbered up, the overturned load had been plundered of every last potato or swede.


There was a rumour going round that timber was available for collection from an address in Brzezińska Street. The timber consisted of a dilapidated hovel somehow overlooked by the Fuel Department when it drew up its inventory of the ghetto’s wood reserves.


And the mob was immediately on the spot.


Somebody took the lead by getting lifted up onto the roof of the ramshackle building, while others used axes and ripping saws to attack everything that could be hacked or pulled loose, and the building promptly collapsed. Of the men and women inside, half a dozen were trampled to death. When the police arrived, they were faced with men determined to fight them off while their comrades grabbed as much of the highly prized wood as possible before running off.


At that point, the staff of the six ghetto hospitals decided to go on strike. They worked in three shifts – round the clock, and what was more, in premises so cold that the surgeons could scarcely feel the knives in their hands – trying to save frightened, starving adults and children who were brought in with frostbite damage or with crushed or broken arms and legs from being struck or trampled down outside the ghetto’s distribution centres. Only a fraction of the food convoys coming from Radogoszcz got through. Those that were not intercepted on their way from the goods station were attacked once they were in the ghetto. A handful of men jumped over the low wall running round the central vegetable depot, and even though Rozenblat had by then ordered his officers to work double shifts to protect every food delivery (there were now two policemen to every convoy of provisions and at least three at every depot), they could not prevent the mob from getting in, and out again through the gates, so that in the course of just a few hours it had been stripped entirely bare.




 





Hunger was the problem.


Whatever measures the Chairman took to tackle the lawlessness in the ghetto, he would never bring it under control until he got to grips with the hunger.


To give an impression of strength and decisiveness, the Chairman abolished all extra rations and increased the collective bread ration. Everyone employed in the ghetto, regardless of profession or position in the ghetto hierarchy, would be entitled to a ration of four hundred grams of bread a week.


Abolishing special rations initially seemed a wise move. It would later turn out to have been the Chairman’s biggest mistake, one that very nearly led to open revolt against his rule.


Ever since the ghetto was sealed off from the outside world, distribution of what food there was had been in accordance with a clear hierarchy of privilege.


First, the so-called B rations.


B stood for Beirat, the central ghetto administration. B rations were allocated to people in positions of particular trust – divided into categories from I to III, depending on their position in the ghetto hierarchy: from members of the Chairman’s own Secretariat down to business leaders and technical instructors, lawyers, doctors and others.


There were also so-called C rations.


C stood for Ciężko Pracujacy and was given to manual labourers with particularly heavy jobs. They did not amount to a great deal more than the normal worker’s ration: the heavy workers were given fifty grams more bread a day than the ordinary factory workers, and possibly an extra ladleful of soup. But it was a symbolically important extra allowance because it was proof that hard work paid. 


When word got out that the C ration was to be stopped to finance an increase in everyone’s bread allowance, the joiners in Drukarska and Urzędnicza Streets decided to go on strike. They demanded not only no cut in the C rations but also an insignificant wage rise.


It was naturally impossible for the Chairman to agree to this. If the joiners of Drukarska were allowed to keep their extra rations, then a host of other workers would soon be insisting that their jobs, too, required a supplementary food ration. He ordered Rozenblat to have his forces ready. Rozenblat sent seventy men, led by a police inspector named Frenkel, to the Drukarska Street joinery shop. A few of the workers left the building when they saw it was surrounded by the police, but most barricaded themselves in on the first floor and refused to evacuate the premises despite repeated appeals, first from Frenkel and then from Freund, the factory manager. When the seventy-strong band of police finally stormed the upper storey, it was met with a hail of wooden furniture at various stages of manufacture. Stick-back chairs struck the policemen on the head; these were followed by shelves, sofa legs, table tops. Shielding their faces with their arms, the police made their way up the stairs and attempted to overpower the workers one by one and drag them out. Not a single worker gave in without a fight. In fact, reported the agitated factory manager Freund on the telephone to Rumkowski afterwards, several of the arrested workers subsequently needed hospital treatment. They were in such a starved state that they collapsed with exhaustion even before Inspector Frenkel’s men got the handcuffs on them.


Freund had no sooner hung up than Wiśniewski, manager of the tailoring workshop that made uniforms at 12 Jakuba, rang to report that they had also stopped work there, in sympathy with the joiners in Drukarska and Urzędnicza. Wiśniewski was desperate. His workshop was just about to complete delivery of an order of some ten thousand Wehrmacht uniforms, each with shoulder boards and collar insignia. How would the authorities react if they did not get their uniforms on time? And Wiśniewski was scarcely off the line before Estera Daum at the Secretariat put through a call from Marysin. This time it was the chairman of the Funeral Association speaking on behalf of a company of gravediggers who had announced that they did not intend to dig any more graves unless they could keep their extra rations of bread and soup. Why, they argued, should the gravediggers be singled out and punished with sub-standard soup? Did their work somehow count as less strenuous and important than that of other workers who had previously been receiving C rations?


‘What do you expect me to do about it?’ was all Rumkowski said.


Unlike Wiśniewski, who had been almost in tears as he poured out his anguish over the phone, the representative of the Funeral Association, one Mr Morski, took a more humorous view.


‘Well, even the dead will have to wait their turn now,’ he said.


That same morning, the temperature in Marysin had been recorded as minus twenty-one degrees, Mr Morski told him; he had been informed of this by Mr Józef Feldman, who of course was also a respected and trusted member of his digging team. Twelve bodies had arrived from the centre of town that morning. His grobers had attacked the ground in their usual way with picks and iron bars, but had not even penetrated the surface of the soil.


‘And what do you expect me to do about it?’ repeated the Chairman impatiently.


But Mr Morski was far too preoccupied by his own difficulties even to listen. ‘I suppose we’ll have to stand them on end,’ he said. ‘If we stand the bodies on end instead of stacking them on top of each other, they’ll take up less space.’




 





But now the Praeses of the ghetto had had enough. He pushed his way through the Secretariat’s sea of industrious telephonists and typists, threw open the door and yelled to Kuper to get the carriage ready at once. Then he was taken the short distance to Jakuba Street. Mr Wiśniewski met him at the door, rubbing his hands together, though it was not clear whether this was from cold or from a desire to show the Chairman into his factory as soon as possible.


The striking seamstresses sat obediently in their places at their workbenches, looking up at Mr Chairman expectantly.




Wiśniewski: I gave them a beating.


The Chairman: I beg your pardon?


Wiśniewski: I gave them a beating with my stick. Those who wouldn’t work, that is.


The Chairman: But my dear Mr Wiśniewski, I don’t understand how you imagine you can take such liberties; if anyone is to do any beating, it is I!





And whether it was David Wiśniewski’s burning red ears at that moment, or the strange atmosphere in the freezing factory building, where Wehrmacht uniforms marched in rows along the far wall (a whole army of brown tailor’s dummies, admittedly nothing but chests and trunks, but all on the march!), suddenly it was as if inspiration struck the old man, and before anybody knew it, before anybody could rush forward to offer a supporting arm or elbow, the Chairman was up on one of the rickety benches, speaking with clenched fist held high, for all the world like one of those socialist agitators he had just been condemning; and the speech he made was subsequently acknowledged by all those present to have been one of his most stirring ever:




You are the first to condemn me, you women – you may take the part of all those agitating against me. But tell me honestly: what would you have thought of me if you had known that I only favoured the few in the ghetto and forced the rest to work for slave wages …!


Every hour, I am focused exclusively on what is best for the ghetto. Order and calm in our workplaces is the only salvation for us all …!


(Shame on those who think otherwise!)


Don’t you know that it is the GERMAN MILITARY POWERS you and I and all of us are working for; have you considered that for a moment? And what do you think would happen if at this very second – right now, as I am speaking – German soldiers rushed in and took you at gunpoint to an assembly point for deportation?


What would you say to your poor parents, your husbands, your children …?


[The women crouched behind their workbenches.]


From today, I am imposing a WORK BAN at this and all other workplaces in the ghetto where agitation and rebellion have occurred.


MR WIŚNIEWSKI! SEE THAT ALL WORKERS ARE IMMEDIATELY REMOVED FROM THESE PREMISES. SEAL THE FACTORY GATES!


No rations will be distributed from this point on. All strikers will surrender their identity cards and work logs. Only when you accept the fact that whatever serves the ghetto’s best interests is also in your best interests are you welcome back to your former places of work!





The strikers held out for six days.


On 30 January, Rumkowski let it be officially known that the factory gates stood open again for those who pledged to accept existing conditions. All the strikers went back to work, and the whole story could have ended there.


But it did not end there. 


Two days after the strike was called off, on 1 February 1941, Rumkowski took his revenge. In another speech, this time to the ghetto’s resort-laiter, he announced his intention to have deported from the ghetto all ‘vermin and disturbers of the peace’* who could be proved to have taken part in the strikes. Among the 107 people whose names went on the list that day were some thirty workers from the joinery workshop in Drukarska, and the same number from Urzędnicza Street.


One of those who was ‘sacked’ and left the joinery on Drukarska Street that day was thirty-year-old cabinetmaker Lajb Rzepin.


Lajb Rzepin had taken part in the strike action, even been one of the workers who barricaded themselves in the upstairs rooms and thrown things at the police.


But Lajb Rzepin’s name never featured on any of the deportation lists.


On 8 March 1941 – the same day the first transport of forcibly ejected workers left the ghetto – Lajb Rzepin started a new job at Winograd’s Kleinmöbelfabrik in Bazarowa. Around him at the long workbench, where he stood with his gluing tools, you could have heard a pin drop. No one raised their eyes from the work of their hands, no one dared look the traitor in the eye.




 





From that day, it was as if treachery began to cast its long shadows into the ghetto, Jew against Jew; no worker could be sure that he would not have his work permit withdrawn the next day and be expelled from the ghetto, without having done anything more than claim his right to his own daily bread. But Chaim Rumkowski knew how words and rumour could run through the ghetto. In his speech to his resort-laiter he had said that he never had more to give than there was to give. But the very fact that he gave meant he was also entitled to take. Namely from those wicked, irresponsible people who misappropriated the bread that everyone had a right to demand.


In that respect, he said, quoting the Talmud, he stood on solid ground.


 







 





And so it was decreed from the highest quarters: everyone in the ghetto was to work.


By earning your keep, you also served the public good.


Yet there were many in the ghetto who couldn’t care less about the public good and preferred to provide for themselves. Some of them dug for coal behind the brickworks on the corner of Dworska and Łagiewnicka Streets. The yard behind the works had been used as a dump for years. It often took several hours just to get down to the coal level. First you had to dig down through a slimy mess of vegetable tops and other food waste that lay rotting under a covering of angrily buzzing flies. Then down through layer after layer of waterlogged sand and mud full of smashed crockery with shards that cut into your hands.


Among the dozen or so children who dug here were two brothers, Jakub and Chaim Wajsberg from Gnieźnieńska Street. Jakub was ten years old, and Chaim six. They had picks and shovels with them, but sooner or later they always had to resort to their hands. The wide jute sacks they wore tied over their shoulders then fell forward so they were hanging at stomach level, and all they had to do was stuff the prized black gold straight into the sacks.


Nowadays it was rare for anyone to come across coal from the brickworks’ own firing kilns. But if they were lucky, the mud might yield an old chunk of wood or rag, or something else, all covered in coal dust. If you put a rag like that in the stove, you could make the fire burn for at least a couple of hours longer, a good, evenly burning, settled fire; a rag like that fetched twenty or thirty pfennigs if you sold it down at Jojne Pilcer Square.


Jakub and Chaim usually worked as a team with two brothers from the tenement next door, Feliks and Dawid Frydman, but that was no guarantee they would be left to work in peace. All it took was for some of the adults who were also on the lookout for coal to come by their patch, and their coal sacks were gone in a flash. That was why the children had collectively employed Adam Rzepin to keep guard.


Adam Rzepin lived on the floor above the Wajsbergs and was known in the streets around Gnieźnieńska Street as Ugly Adam or Adam Three-Quarters, because his nose looked as if it had got squashed when he was born. He always used to say that his nose was crooked because his mother had got into the habit of twisting it every time he lied. But everyone knew that was a fib. Adam Rzepin lived alone with his father and his mentally retarded sister; nobody had ever seen a Mrs Rzepin.


All Adam could remember of the first years in the ghetto was the hunger, like a permanently aching wound in his belly. Just being watchman for young gold-diggers was not enough to assuage the pain of the wound in the long run. So on the fairly rare occasions when Moshe Stern came round to the brickworks and asked Adam to run an errand for him, Adam leapt at the chance and left his guard duties to take care of themselves.


Moshe Stern was one of the many thousand Jews who made a fortune after the ghetto was sealed off from the outside world by dealing in combustible material of all kinds. Most responsible fathers of families tried to build up a stock of coal or briquettes, which they kept locked up in various convenient places. Some of the locks could be picked – and then the desirable black gold was out on the market again. There was also money to be made from trading in minor timber items, such as old wooden furniture, kitchen cupboards and drawers, skirting boards and window frames, banisters and anything else that could be sawn up and bundled as firewood. In the summer months, the price of such bundles sank to about twenty pfennigs a kilo, but it went back up to two or three rumkies as winter approached. In other words, it was a matter of waiting for the demand. In the very worst winters, when even the coalmines were inaccessible, people quite literally made fires of whatever they sat and slept on.


Time after time, the police pounced on Moshe Stern. His mother tried to hide him in the drying attic above the old people’s home, where he was rumoured to have his secret stores. But the local police came and drove him out.


Rumour had it that Stern was aiming to become the new Zawadzki.


Zawadzki was the smuggler king of the ghetto. He was also known as ‘the tightrope walker’ because he was in the habit of escaping over the rooftops. It was the only way of gaining access to the ghetto from the Aryan parts of the town, because the buildings closest to the ghetto boundary had no underground water or waste pipes.


Perfumes, ladies’ soap; flour, sugar, rye flakes; canned goods, everything from German sauerkraut to pickled ox tongues: these were some of the items that found their way into the ghetto with Zawadzki as their intermediary. Late one evening in 1940, he was apprehended by the Jewish police on the Lutomierska side of the ghetto with a rucksack crammed with chocolate powder, cigarettes and ladies’ stockings. The police took him for interrogation to the headquarters of the first police district at Bałuty Square. When the Germans heard that the Jews had caught Zawadzki themselves, they rang for a car from the centre of Litzmannstadt. The Jewish officers realised this was the end for Zawadzki and asked him if he had a final request. He replied that he wished to go to the toilet. Two policemen escorted Zawadzki to the latrines out in the yard. They handcuffed Zawadzki to the latrine door and then stood guard outside, keeping a careful watch on the shoes clearly visible beneath the locked door. The policemen stood staring at Zawadzki’s shoes for a good hour. Then one of them plucked up the courage to break down the door. The shoes were still there, and the handcuffs, but no Zawadzki. An open roof hatch showed which way he had escaped.




 





Zawadzki the smuggler was a legend. Everybody talked about Zawadzki. But Zawadzki was a Pole – he came from the Aryan part of the town. And when he had been in the ghetto for as long as he wanted, he got out again! Whenever Adam Rzepin dreamt he was free, he dreamt he had a rope and a rucksack, like Zawadzki. He dreamt that one day he would hit the big time like Zawadzki, be something more in life than a mere luftmentsh.


Adam’s dream very nearly came true one morning when Moshe Stern sent one of his many messengers round to the brickworks, where he was at his usual post, keeping guard on the kids. The message was that there was pekl to be fetched. Pekl could be almost anything – a bundle, a packet, a consignment – from coal briquettes to dried milk. Adam Rzepin had learnt not to ask questions. But when he got to the address where he had been sent, some empty basement premises in Łagiewnicka Street, all he found there was Moshe Stern, no pekl.


Moshe Stern was a small man, but walked as if he were several sizes larger. When he handed out orders and instructions, he crossed his arms on his chest like a resolute bureaucrat. But not this time – Moshe Stern took two firm steps towards Adam Rzepin and gripped his shoulders. As always when he was worried or nervous, he licked his lips.


The parcel in question, he said, was to be delivered to ‘a very important person’. This person was so important that if the police stopped him or started asking questions, Adam was in no circumstances to reveal that he had been given the parcel by Moshe Stern. Could he promise that?


Adam promised.


Moshe said Adam was the only person in the ghetto he could rely on; then he handed him the parcel.




 





In the middle of the yard of the house in Gnieźnieńska Street there had once stood a chestnut tree with mighty roots and trunk and a huge crown that made the tree look as if it had found its way there from one of the grand avenues in Paris or Warsaw. Beneath the chestnut, puppet-maker Fabian Zajtman had his workshop: an adjoining pair of wooden sheds, so cramped that there was only room for the puppets inside. From long metal hooks along the roof and walls of the sheds hung rabbis with long kapotes and peasant women with headscarves, all equally smiling and helpless. In summer, when it was hot under the wooden roof, Zajtman preferred to sit out under the chestnut tree with his tools. There he sat among the children, carving puppet heads and watching the clouds drift across the pale-blue sky of the yard. Do you know where the thunder goes to rest? he had once asked Adam, there on a visit to the Wajsbergs, and had nodded meaningfully up into the crown of the tree, behind which the tall mass of dark clouds was gathering. From that day on, Adam had lived in permanent terror of what really lay hidden in the crown of the chestnut tree; particularly on hot days when the leaves hung motionless and the air was as hot as a baker’s oven in the narrow streets.


Fabian Zajtman had died just before the war. They found him lying sprawled across his workbench, almost as if the thunder had turned back in anger to smite the chisel and plane from his hand. There were many orthodox Jews around Gnieźnieńska Street who spat on the ground and said it was an abomination for a Jew to devote his time to idols as that Zajtman had done.


Then the Germans came; the wire surrounding the ghetto ran just outside Zajtman’s wooden huts and Mrs Herszkowicz, die Hauswärtin as she was now called, had the chestnut felled and split for firewood. She also had both Zajtman’s sheds sawn up.


Now I’ve got enough wood to see me through the war and even longer, she boasted.


In Gnieźnieńska Street, people got used to the hole in the sky where the chestnut had once stood, but Adam couldn’t stop thinking about the tree and the thunder. Where would the thunder go now there was no chestnut to rest in? There were no trees in the ghetto. Adam imagined the thunder circling aimlessly, getting wilder and wilder in all its din. There was no relief from the perpetual crashing anywhere, no way out. On this side of the wire there was only one route to freedom, as Zawadzki had proved: it went upwards, though hatches and windows that didn’t exist or that one was forced to invent in order to get through.


Adam Rzepin stood with his parcel on a treeless plot of land not far from the tailor’s at 12 Jakuba and waited for the ‘very important person’ to show up.


The first person to put in an appearance was a very young man, wearing a hat and a suit, and an elegant, light-coloured gabardine raincoat that made Adam think of the American gangster films they used to show at the Bajka cinema before the war. The man could have been standing on a street corner anywhere in Europe if it had not been for the two others following him like a shadow. Two rugged men: they looked like politsayen, though they had no caps or armbands.


Have you got the goods? asked the man in the light-coloured raincoat.


Adam nodded.


Only then did a fourth person step forward.


Adam Rzepin asked himself afterwards how it could be that he had immediately known the fourth man to be a German officer. The new arrival was dressed in civilian clothes, but the uniform he wore when on duty was still evident in the watchful way his whole body followed when he turned his head or looked to the side.


The man in the gabardine addressed him as Mr Stromberg. That meant he must be SS-Kriminaloberassistent Stromberg, one of the most notorious police commanders in the whole ghetto. Stromberg was a Volksdeutscher, one of the Germans who had been living a settled life in Łódź long before the Nazis came.


Stromberg had a permanent smile on his face; but he moved as if wading through sewage. Stromberg did not as much as glance at Adam, just turned to the young man in the gabardine mac and repeated in his vaguely sing-song Polish:


Has he got the money?


And when his question elicited a confirming nod, Herr Kriminaloberassistent Stromberg finally seemed to relax inside his civilian clothes.


Adam interpreted this to mean that the moment had come to hand over his parcel; he gave it to the raincoat who passed it in turn to Stromberg, who immediately started tugging and ripping the paper like an impatient child at Hanukkah. A few moments later, he was holding a shiny gold link between his fingers. The raincoat hurriedly gestured to Adam, beseeching him to turn his back, the way you turn your back on a woman so as not to embarrass her as she gets dressed; then he swiftly thrust a ten-mark note into the palm of Adam’s hand.


Then they were both gone – the young Jew in the gabardine raincoat and the German police chief. Only the two guards remained, their hands threateningly at their hips, as if to assure themselves that Adam was not following the other men.




 





It was several months before Adam discovered the identity of the man in the raincoat who had sold gold objects to Stromberg. By then, the whole ghetto was talking about Dawid Gertler, the young Jewish police commander who seemed to be on such a good footing with all the officers of the occupying force.


Adam was in the queue for the baker’s in Piwna Street. Every bakery was by now baking its own bread, and it always went fast; you had to get up early to be sure of getting your ration.


In Piwna Street. Bread queue. Some dygnitarzy push their way to the front.


The young man in the gabardine raincoat is suddenly there again. As before, he is accompanied by two bodyguards. There are sounds of protest from the queue. The bodyguards step resolutely forward, ready to wield their batons to silence the noisemakers. But this time the normal course of events fails to unfold. It is the men in suits from Rumkowski’s Beirat who have to give way.


‘Even in the ghetto, those who have had to wait longest will get their bread,’ says the man in the raincoat.


Gertler, Gertler, Gertler …! shout the people in the queue with their hands in the air, their heads straining forward as if they were cheering on a sports star.


And Dawid Gertler presses his hat to his chest and bows like a vaudeville artiste in a circus ring. Adam is not giving up his place in the queue at any price; nor does he raise his eyes, for fear of being recognised by the powerful man. Would the people in the bread queue have carried on applauding if they had known that the young Dawid Gertler was ready to sell their very souls as long as he could stay on intimate terms with the odious Germans?


But perhaps it didn’t matter.


As long as the bread could be shared out fairly and everyone got the same.


 







 





One of the regular daily columns in the Ghetto Chronicle was a record of the number of births and deaths. This was sometimes followed by an entry giving the names of those who had died by their own hand.


That was how the Chronicle put it: died by their own hand. But in the ghetto they just said that he or she had gone to the wire. The phrase expanded the ghetto’s already rich vocabulary with an expression that meant not only taking your own life but also transgressing all the limitations the authorities imposed on how life should be lived inside.


In the first week of February 1941, according to the Chronicle, seven people went to the wire. Some of the suicides were striking, to say the least. A middle-aged clerk in Rumkowski’s housing department took it into his head to crawl right under the fence of planks that reinforced the barbed-wire barrier on the north side of Zgierska Street. Of all the places he could have chosen for his escape attempt, he opted for the most closely guarded stretch in the entire ghetto. It still took some time for him to be detected. There was time for several of the trams that carried Germans and Poles straight through the ghetto to pass by the man’s head and shoulders, wedged under the fence, before the police in the lookout two hundred metres away realised something was up. The clerk just lay flat on the ground, waiting for the terrified guard to start shooting.


Other cases were less clear.


They generally involved workers returning home from their evening shift.


Everyone moving through the ghetto had orders to stay as far away from the boundary as possible. Two hundred and fifty metres was the recommended safety margin. But if you couldn’t avoid approaching the wire, you were recommended to do so in broad daylight, right under the eyes of the German guards and for some explicit purpose (if, contrary to all expectation, anyone should ask you).


But for worn-out shift workers there was always the temptation of saving a block or a few hundred metres by taking a short cut along the ghetto boundary to the nearest wooden bridge.


And maybe it was dark. The person taking the short cut couldn’t see.


The sentry on the other side couldn’t see very clearly, either.


And maybe the man or woman on their way home didn’t speak German.


Or he or she couldn’t hear what the sentry was shouting because a tram came past at the same time.


Or perhaps there was no tram. The sentry just shouted, and the man or woman who should have been home long ago panicked and started running.


Which the sentry interpreted as an escape attempt. And the shot rang out.


At least four of the seven individuals who went to the wire in February 1941 were killed that way. Did they deliberately seek death, or were their senses dulled by fatigue? Or was there perhaps no distinction between conscious intent and unconscious choice? Perhaps they made for the boundary because they knew there was quite simply nowhere else to go.




 





A few weeks later, in March 1941, the Chronicle reported that forty-one-year-old Cwajga Blum had succeeded in taking her life that way after no less than thirteen attempts to go to the wire.


Cwajga Blum lived in Limanowskiego Street. The only window in the flat she shared with two other women looked out directly over the cordon. Limanowskiego Street was the main thoroughfare for the German transports of foodstuffs and materials for the factories, for unloading at Bałuty Square, and was for that reason very closely guarded. A little way up stood the third wooden bridge, the one that linked the northern and southern lobes of the ghetto with each other, with red-and-white-striped sentry boxes clearly visible at each end of the bridge. It was to the box at the southern end of the bridge that Cwajga Blum went with her request.


Shoot me, she said to the sentry in the box.


The sentry pretended not to hear. He lit a cigarette, let the strap of his rifle slip from his shoulder, laid the rifle across his lap and pretended to take an interest in the detail of its stock and muzzle.


Please, she pleaded. Shoot me.


It was the same guard on duty night after night. And the same Cwaiga.


After this nuisance had gone on for several weeks, the guard’s commanding officer asked the local Jewish police to take the matter in hand.


The harassment simply had to stop.


From then on, the front entrance of Cwajga Blum’s block of flats in Limanowskiego Street was guarded round the clock by two of Rozenblat’s men. As soon as Cwajga ventured over the threshold, the Jewish policemen were there, dragging her back to safety.


Cwajga Blum tried to get out the back way instead. But the policemen had already seen through her. The minute she emerged from the courtyard they were there, hauling her back into the building. This game of cat and mouse was repeated twelve times. At the thirteenth attempt, Cwajga Blum succeeded in outwitting her supervisors, and it also so happened that the Schupo had just changed its rota of sentry duties. The embarrassed police guard from Limanowskiego Street had been moved to Marysin and a rather more outspoken colleague had taken his place in the Limanowskiego Street box.


Please shoot me, said Cwajga Blum.


Do a little dance for me and then we’ll see, said the new guard.


Before Rozenblat’s men realised what was going on, Cwajga Blum performed a desperate, crazy dance on the other side of the barbed wire. When she had finished, the guard took aim with his rifle and shot her twice in the chest. When her body insisted on continuing to twitch even though it was lying on the ground, he fired another shot to be on the safe side.




 





The story of Cwajga Blum was told in different versions around the ghetto. One version had it that she had previously been an in-patient in the psychiatric ward of the Wesoła Street hospital, but had been forced to give up her bed to some high-ranking person in the Beirat.


In another variant, Cwajga Blum was said to have been so confused that she was not even aware she was in a ghetto, and what she said to the guard in Limanowskiego Street was actually not shoot me, shoot me, but shut me in, shut me in – because she thought she recognised the soldier as one of the ward attendants from the hospital.


(In that case, the guard must have thought the lady was making fun of him. Why would she ask him to shut her in? She was already well and truly shut in.)


At any event, these tales of men and women who went to the wire became so legion that the Chairman felt obliged to issue a special decree (Public Notice no. 241), in which he expressly forbade any unwarranted approaches to the ghetto boundary. And particularly outside normal shift-working time.


But people went to the wire even so. One way or another.


In April 1941, the Chronicle reported a reduction in the number of fatal shootings along the boundary. The statistics showed that would-be suicides now preferred to throw themselves out of high windows, from flats or stairwells. Most of them chose, moreover, to do this from buildings other than those in which they lived. Possibly because they wanted to be sure the drop would be long enough, or perhaps to avoid causing their neighbours any unnecessary bother.


In May 1941, according to the Ghetto Chronicle, no fewer than forty-three such suicides were recorded. But even those who died by throwing themselves out of windows were said to have gone to the wire. They had simply been too depressed, or too weakened by hunger and illness, to drag themselves there under their own steam.


 







 





One morning, the German police reported that the body of a female had been discovered on ‘Aryan territory’ alongside the barbed-wire fence, right by the now infamous sentry post in Limanowskiego Street. The woman was lying on her back, with her head resting on the ground and her arms sticking out at an unnatural angle.


The two German guards who found her had initially thought she was dead, yet another of those Jewish suicides. But when they bent down to deal with the body, they discovered she was still breathing. They searched through the woman’s clothing for identity papers, but found nothing. The German guards were now faced with a real dilemma. Having found no identity papers, they could not say for sure whether the woman was from the Jewish or the Aryan side of the wire; whether she had been escaping from the ghetto or, on the contrary (and these things still happened – just look at Zawadzki!), had been trying to force entry through the wire.


In consultation with their superiors, they decided to take the woman to the office of the Eldest of the Jews, so its employees could take over the matter. The Kripo also demanded to see the daily reports of all the guard commanders, so they could see whether any Jew had been reported missing in the ghetto. The admittance books of all the hospitals were checked, as were the patient records of the psychiatric clinic in Wesoła Street, to which many of the more well-to-do ghetto inhabitants had their mentally or physically enfeebled relatives admitted. But nowhere had any report been filed of patients going missing. They therefore felt it safe to conclude that the woman had not come from inside the ghetto.


One of the first to examine her was Leon Szykier, the ‘workers’ doctor’. He was known as the workers’ doctor because he was the only physician in the ghetto who did not demand shamelessly high fees of his patients, so even ordinary people could afford to consult him. During the examination, Dr Szykier palpated the woman’s body, and found it ‘a little wasted and emaciated’ but without any other signs of dehydration. There were also scratches and abrasions to the lower legs and arms, indicating that the woman had tried to climb over an obstacle of some kind. The body showed no other injuries. No swellings in the throat. No fever. Pulse and breathing normal.


It was later hinted that the good half-hour Szykier had spent alone with the woman had been enough to ‘damage her’. Others naturally disputed this. But it was quite clear that the woman had been lying calmly and peacefully on the stretcher when the German police guards carried her into the Secretariat, whereas half an hour later – when Dr Szykier left her – she was writhing on the barrack-bed in feverish convulsions and mumbling incoherent words of prayer in Hebrew and Yiddish.


Some even thought they could hear traces of the prophet’s words on her lips:


ashrei kol-chochei lo –






For the LORD is a God of justice;


blessed are all those who wait for Him.








News of the paralysed woman and her strange utterances spread rapidly. The Chairman had her taken to the Hasidic School in Lutomierska Street, where she was put into the care of a rebbe named Gutesfeld and his assistant Fide Sajn. The Hasidic Jews would later claim that Reb Gutesfeld had already seen the incapacitated woman in his dreams. In these dreams she was apparently not paralysed but went stumbling from house to house in a burning city. She did not enter the houses, merely touched the mezuzah on the doorpost of each one – as if to give a sign to those living there that they should leave and follow her.


In the eyes of the Hasidic Jews, there could be no doubt about the matter. She was a tzadika, perhaps a messenger, come to offer the incarcerated Jews of the ghetto a little comfort after two years’ war and a dreadful winter of hunger. The ordinary people of the ghetto would later refer to her as Mara, the sorrowful one. For a period of time, she was the only one of the ghetto’s inhabitants – almost a quarter of a million at that time – who had no fixed address or bread-ration card. She did not even feature in the register of the Kripo, which otherwise included every soul in the ghetto and was updated monthly by the Meldebüro of the Statistics Department.


On the face of it she was clearly a matter for the rabbinate, though they were only too happy to entrust her to Reb Gutesfeld’s care. But even the Hasidic community dared not let her stay, so the rebbe and his helper were often seen making their way through the narrow streets of the ghetto with the woman on a litter between them. Fide Sjazn would be at the front while Gutesfeld, who had problems with his legs and could not see very well either, stumbled along behind in his black cassock. They could cover quite a few kilometres that way, in rain, in icy winds or blinding snowstorms. Every so often the rebbe stopped to try to work out their location by running his fingers along a wall or the side of a house, or to let Fide Szajn (whose lungs were diseased) finish coughing.


Why were they on the move? Why did they keep on moving?


Some said it was because the woman would never keep still. As soon as they put down the litter, a piercing cry would force its way from her throat and she would thrash her arms about, as if to fend off invisible demons. Others said that every house, every block, concealed an informer who would not hesitate to go to the Kripo if they knew the woman was there; and what would happen to the sorrowful one then?




 





There were days, however, when the rebbe brought the litter back to the prayer room, and on those days a wan but hopeful band always gathered outside the front door in the hope that a touch or a look from the paralysed woman would cure the pain in their arms or heal wounds that refused to heal, or even lift from them the curse of hunger that made formerly strong and healthy men move like ghosts through the streets of the ghetto. Dr Szykier, who was a convinced socialist and loathed all superstition, tried to make the local police drive away the crowd, but the rebbe insisted, saying that his dream had also predicted the arrival of these people, and that it would be blasphemous to turn away Jews who had come in the belief that the God of the Scriptures could perform a miracle through even one of his most distant representatives.


One of the people queuing was Hala Wajsberg, Adam Rzepin’s neighbour in the building in Gnieźnieńska Street, and mother to Jakub and Chaim who spent their days hunting for wood and coal dust at the old brickworks in Łagiewnicka Street. Hala Wajsberg had heard of Mara’s gifts from her friend Borka at the Central Laundry and persuaded her husband Samuel to try a visit to the woman for his painfully aching lung.


In the first months after the ghetto was sealed off, there had been no wooden bridges, and the German police guards opened the fence every morning to let through workers like Samuel who had to move from one half of the ghetto to the other to get to work. The fence was opened at specific times and workers had to make sure they were there punctually. It seemed to Samuel that he was always the last man hurrying across the street before the two guards who presided over the opening lifted the barbed-wire barricade back into place, and one morning he really was the last man out – before he realised what was happening, he was alone in the middle of the ‘Aryan’ corridor, and the ghetto was closed to him in both directions.


There was a finely developed sadism among those bored German guards with nothing to do all day but shift barbed wire, and every time they managed to catch a Jew between them in ‘the corridor’ it was a moment of pure and unalloyed pleasure.


Samuel stumbled and fell, and one of the policemen hit him several times with the butt of his rifle across the back and in the belly, and kicked him straight in the chest with the steel-capped toe of his boot to make him get up again. As the traffic was allowed to start flowing again, they grabbed hold of the now semi-conscious body and heaved it between them over the barbed-wire barrier. Even long after his broken ribs had healed, the imprint of the policeman’s boot remained as a physical mark of oppression in Samuel’s left lung. And things scarcely got any better when the wooden footbridges were built.


Every step he took up the bridge was suffocating, every step back down a torture. Forty-seven steps up, forty-seven steps down. With every step, less air was left in the wheezing, aching lung. By the time he got down to the foot of the bridge he was wet with sweat and quivering like an eel, and everything went black; but through the haze of hunger the heavy, metal-shod voice of the guard rang out again:






Schnell, schnell …!


Beeilung, nicht stehenbleiben …!








If Mr Serwański at the joinery in Drukarska Street had not been aware of Samuel’s problems with his lung, he would undoubtedly have let Samuel go, and what would become of the family then? Hala was thinking primarily of herself. The ghetto was already full of men hollowed out by hunger until they were beyond recognition, who spent their time lying at home, pale and staring, while their wives had to provide for the family alone.




 





The morning Hala Wajsberg took her husband Samuel to the Hasidic prayer house it was a raw, pallid winter day with mist hanging so low over the ghetto that the three wooden bridges appeared to vanish straight up into the sky. There was chaos in the back room that morning. Guards, the same guards that normally oversaw the ghetto factories, were doing their best to push back the swarm of people pressing its way in from outside and growing larger by the minute. Half a dozen women had managed to elbow their way to the litter and were now hanging over the face of the paralysed woman with their sick children in their arms.


There was such dreadful shouting and clamouring that nobody noticed that the woman on the litter had herself stopped shouting some time before. Dr Szykier had opened his big, black doctor’s bag and given Mara an injection in one of her thin arms, their many red, infected grazes illuminated by the glow of the candles Fide Sjajn had placed round the litter.


At that moment, Helena Rumkowska and her retinue entered the room.


Princess Helena, too, had latterly begun to feel the effects of one particular ghetto illness, that malaise au foie which according to her private physician, Dr Garfinkel, afflicted many of the ‘chosen few’ in the ghetto. As its French name indicated, it was an illness primarily affecting the liver. Since an attack of jaundice many years before, Mrs Rumkowska’s liver was officially sensitive. The obscure symptoms generated by this liver provided an inexhaustible topic of conversation at the dinners she regularly gave at the Soup Kitchen for intellectuals in Łagiewnicka Street. Only ghetto dwellers with coupons for B rations, respectable people, as she put it, had access to this kitchen, and it was certainly a gift from above to be able to see Princess Helena pause in one of her tours of inspection, lean kindly over some diner’s shoulder, pull out a chair or perhaps even sit down and engage in a little well-bred conversation.


An even more highly prized favour, out of most people’s reach, was to be invited as a personal guest to Helena and Józef Rumkowski’s ‘residence’ in Karola Miarki Street in Marysin. The couple’s home was not much to boast about in itself: a run-down dacha with lots of poky rooms, heated by wood-burning stoves, with carved wooden banisters, Russian carpets and single-glazed veranda windows that steamed up when the winter cold breathed on them, turning them as shiny white with frost as the outside of Dr Miller’s removable china eye.


But from the ceiling hung the crystal chandelier which Princess Helena had brought with her from her old home in the centre of Łodz – and that was a relic. Those who had been guests of the Rumkowskis spoke not only of the ‘generous spreads’ Princess Helena was known to provide, but also of the way the flecks of light cast by the chandelier spread shimmering colours across the cramped room, from the simple tulle curtains to the cane furniture and matt sheen of the linen cloth.


For many in the ghetto, Karola Miarki Street came to symbolise the pogodne czasy, the ‘golden days’ from before the war. It was beneath that very chandelier, for example, that Princess Helena one memorable evening had ordered a sack to be slit open, releasing a flock of finches collected on Mr Tausengeld’s instructions from the aviary out in the garden: the aim was a symbolic driving out of evil, not only from Princess Helena’s own body but also from those of all decent ghetto dwellers. But not even this dramatic medication had any effect. Princess Helena continued to be tormented by her liver. She lay shut in total darkness in her bedroom for ten days, until Dr Garfinkel appealed to her to try as a last resort to see the woman everyone was talking about, to whom for some reason they attributed powers of healing.


So in great pain, and with a good deal of fuss, she had herself taken in one of the ghetto dróshkes to the Hasidic prayer house. She was dismayed to find other people already there, and she ordered the opiekuni to drive them all, the crippled and the lame, out into the yard. Only when the room was empty did she bend over the poor, pitiful creature lying there on the litter.


That was when it happened, the thing Princess Helena’s people found so hard to explain afterwards. Someone was to write later that it was as if ‘sudden tribulation’ had descended on the paralysed woman. Others described it as being like when you cover a light with your hand. The woman’s pure and limpid gaze was suddenly clouded with a dark, shifting anxiety. ‘A dybek!’ screamed Mr Tausendgeld. Perhaps it was simply that Mara had briefly managed to fight her way up from the heavy, morphine-drenched sleep into which Dr Szykier had sunk her, and Helena Rumkowska, ever prone to sentimentality, had felt her heart wrung by something she felt she had glimpsed a moment earlier in the sick woman’s clear, liquid eyes. Had been so moved, in fact, that she took a little handkerchief from her handbag, carefully dampened its edge with spit and leant forward to wipe away – what? – yes, what had she thought to wipe away (afterwards, not even Helena Rumkowska could remember with any clarity)? – perhaps the saliva at the corners of the woman’s mouth, the tears on her eyelids, the sweat on her brow.


But Princess Helena’s trembling hand and handkerchief never reached their goal.


At that moment, spasms shook the woman’s body again. Dr Szykier, who had been working from the outset on the assumption that his patient was suffering from epilepsy, rushed forward to prize her jaw open. But instead of resisting his action, she opened her mouth even wider and at the very moment the dybek (so Tausengeld claimed) left the body, the whole frightened crowd crushed into the backyard of the prayer house could stare right into the swollen orifice and see the thick, white coating on the woman’s palate and throat. Then Mara was said to have uttered two short sentences, or in some versions just two words, forced out with great difficulty – though this time in fully ‘comprehensible’ Yiddish:






Du host mikh geshendt …!


A bayze riekh zol dikh und dayn hoyz khapn …†








That was all. In her initial, terrified confusion, Princess Helena had put the handkerchief to her face, realised what she was doing and then hysterically tried to shake it out of her hand:






She’s sick! She’s sick!


They have sent sickness to us!








In the course of a few seconds, the room emptied of people, leaving only the police behind. Leon Szykier pleaded with them to send for an ambulance, but they returned instead with the news that the Praeses’ brother – Józef Rumkowski – did not in any circumstances intend to let any of the ghetto’s hospitals admit the woman. The official line was that the woman could not be treated because nobody knew who she was. There was no written record card for her at the Meldebüro. And if there was no name under which she could be entered in the books, how could anyone be sure she was a Jewess and not some person in disguise sent by Amalek to spread sickness and disintegration to them all?


For four days and nights, the first lady of the ghetto hovered between life and death as a result of her meeting with the sick woman. Józef Rumkowski took Helena’s favourite birds to her room: the linnets that liked to sit in the fruit trees; the comical starling that sounded just like Marshal Piłudski.


But the birds, too, sat silent and dejected in their cages.


In the prayer room in Lutomierska Street, Dr Szykier had established a quarantine station. It was the first in the ghetto, and was presumably viewed as extremely provisional, for a big crowd had again begun to gather outside the room. This time, however, it was considerably more aggressive and consisted mainly of men demanding that the woman be sent away.


Shame, shame on any who bring sickness to the ghetto!


The Hasidic rebbe finally had no alternative but to lift up the woman on her litter and carry her round again. She spent the first two days and nights in the kitchen of Dr Szykier’s home. But the furious mob soon found its way there, as well. And so they set off on an unsteady journey between various houses and addresses, that would not end until 5 September 1942, the first night of the szpera, when the Chairman took his protective hand from the ghetto and the German police under the command of SS-Hauptsturmführer Günther Fuchs went from house to house, taking with them all the weak and sick, all the children and old people.


And for Samuel Wajsberg there had been no remedy.


Nor for his wife Hala, who three days after the curfew was announced was to lose her most beloved son, Chaim.


It was indeed like losing life itself.




*





Two days after the uproar in the Hasidic prayer house, the Chairman called all members of the medical profession to a meeting to decide once and for all how to deal with the epidemics threatening to destroy the ghetto from within.


The meeting generated some heated discussion.


Doctor Szykier dismissed all the rumours that the woman had brought the infection with her, and he was supported in this by Wiktor Miller, the ghetto’s Minister of Health, who maintained that in the case of diphtheria, there were in fact phases or preliminary stages that sometimes resembled neural paralysis. What was more, Dr Miller claimed, diphtheria constituted a threat above all to the children of the ghetto, but the illness could only be transmitted from mouth to mouth, which did limit the threat. It is a different matter, he said, when the infections are carried by the water we drink and the food we eat and the bugs crawling in our walls, and we can do nothing to root them out short of sanitising the whole ghetto.


To combat dysentery and typhus we need doctors; nothing but that – doctors, doctors, doctors!


Dr Miller was to make the battle with the epidemics of the ghetto into his own, private crusade. ‘People complain they can’t keep kosher any more, but it never occurs to them to boil their water or keep the floor under their own stoves clean!’ With his iron-tipped white stick, the blind man tirelessly measured the depth of the ghetto’s open drains, used the few remaining fingers on his hand to trawl through piles of rubbish and latrine trenches; he stuck his thumbs behind swollen or bulging wallpaper in search of typhus lice. At the least suspicion of typhus or dysentery, the whole building would be quarantined.


His efforts were eventually crowned with success. Over the course of a year, there was a tenfold reduction in dysentery cases, from 3,414 in the second year of the ghetto’s existence to scarcely 300 the year after. Typhus traces a similar downward curve, with a peak of 981 cases in the period January–December 1942, and a gradual falling away in the two years that followed.


As for the outbreak of diphtheria in the ghetto, however, something remarkable happens. In the first twenty-four hours after the rumpus in the Hasidic prayer house, the out-patient clinics of the ghetto register seventy-four new cases of diphtheria, but only two the day after, and then no more at all. Just like the hazy image Mr Tausendgeld thought he saw sliding across the sick woman’s face, sickness comes and goes in the ghetto like the briefest of whispers. Not even Princess Helena feels its effects, despite lying upstairs in Miarki Street day after day, shaking with fever, waiting for the ghastly voice that called out to her from Mara’s swollen throat to take her in its grip, too.


But nothing happens. At least, not yet.


 







 





Early on the morning of 9 May 1941, Rumkowski’s newly appointed Minister of Propaganda, Szmul Rosensztajn, climbed onto an upturned beer crate outside the barrack-hut office at Bałuty Square and informed all those who cared to listen that the Chairman had gone to Warsaw to find doctors for the ghetto. Wherever people gathered, from Wiewiórka’s barber’s shop in Limanowskiego Street to the tailors’ workshops in Łagiewnicka, the word spread: The Chairman has gone to Warsaw to find a way to cure and save the sick of the ghetto.


The Chairman had scarcely left before they began the preparations for his return. It was all to be on a grand scale – po królewsku – with a carriage and a guard of honour, and crowds of cheering onlookers kept at a safe distance by ghetto police. Though in fact it was only one of the routine transports organised by the Gestapo, who travelled the 130 kilometres to Warsaw in convoy every day, and who had no objection at all to letting a Jew come along, if he was stupid enough to pay twenty thousand marks for his ticket.




 





Rumkowski’s trip to Warsaw lasted eight days.


He was courted day and night by members of Czerniaków’s Jewish Council, and also by resistance workers and couriers, who tried to pump him for all he could possibly tell them about German troop transports and conditions for the Jews left in Wartheland. The Chairman, however, had no interest in hearing how the Jews of Warsaw were faring, how they organised their aleynhilf, how they dealt with the distribution of food, educated their children or engaged in political agitation. Wherever he went, he lugged a large trunk with him. In the trunk he had brochures and information leaflets prepared at his request by the lawyer Neftalin, head of the Department of Statistics, and printed by Rosensztajn. They detailed how many corsets and brassieres his ladies’ tailoring workshops produced each month, and how many military greatcoats, gloves, uniform caps or fur-lined camouflage caps the German Heeresbekleidungsamt had ordered from him. The old man with the trunk made an indelible impression on the Warsaw Jews who encountered him:




A person calling himself King Chaim has been holding court here for some days, an old man of seventy with great ambitions, a little crazy [a bisl a tsedreyter]. He tells miraculous tales of the ghetto. In Łódź [he says] there is a Jewish state with four hundred police officers and three jails. He has his own ‘ministry of foreign affairs’ and various other departments. When asked why, if it is that good, it is still so bad, why so many people are dying, he does not answer.


He sees himself as the Lord’s chosen one.


For those who can be bothered to listen, he talks of how he combats corruption in the police service. He says he goes into the local police headquarters and rips off the caps and armbands of everybody there.


That is how the Lord’s chosen one administers justice in the Litzmannstadt ghetto.


The ruling Council of Elders in Litzmannstadt has seventeen members. They obey his every order and slightest wish. He seems to view everything in the ghetto as his personal possession. They are his banks and his markets, his shops, his factories. And also, one presumes, his epidemics, his poverty, his fault that his ghetto dwellers are subjected to such degradation.





Adam Czerniaków and the other members of the Warsaw ghetto Jewish council also met him. Czerniaków writes in his diary: 




We had a meeting with Rumkowski today.


The man is unimaginably stupid, self-important; officious. He goes on and on about his own splendid qualities. Never listens to what anybody else says.


He’s dangerous, too, because he insists on telling the authorities that all is well in his little reserve.





But Rumkowski had his own eyes to see with, and from what he saw he could draw only one conclusion. Unlike the ghetto in Litzmannstadt, the Warsaw ghetto was in the grip of chaos and decline. People did not seem to do a day’s work, merely wandered around aimlessly. Along the pavements, long rows of emaciated children sat beside their starving mothers, begging. From a restaurant – they still had such things! – came raucous, drunken bawling. The contrasts were enormous. Rumkowski was escorted to a grocer’s shop that had been converted into a tuberculosis clinic. In the shop window, boards had been laid across wooden trestles; on these primitive beds, old men lay dying in front of the eyes of passers-by. He visited soup kitchens run by Poale Zion, in which people were sitting or lying anywhere they could find room, wolfing down free soup.


Wherever he went, people would moan.


About the dirt, the cramped living conditions; the disgusting state of the sanitation.


In the parish hall, a meeting was called of all the Jews who had fled from Łódź in the opening phase of the war and had ended up here, in Abraham Gancwajch’s patronage network, or as Czerniaków’s lackeys. There turned out to be thousands of Łódź Jews, old and young, who filled the hall to the last standing space.


He had his travelling trunk with him, its lid open wide.


‘There is no argument,’ he said, ‘absolutely no argument today, against the ghetto as the future form of livelihood for the Jews of Europe …!’ 




There is war in Europe today. But war is nothing new for Europe’s Jews. All these years, as dark clouds have loomed over our towns and cities, we have resigned ourselves to the fact that we live cut off from one another, and can no longer move freely.


In years gone by, if there was want or destitution in our cities and towns, if we were short of doctors or medicines, the town councils would agree to send an envoy to find out whether any other town nearby had a doctor willing to return with them to help heal and cure.


SEE ME AS SUCH AN ENVOY – I am an ordinary, simple Jew, coming to you with a plea for help […]


Most of you have no doubt heard about my ghetto.


Malicious tongues claim that my Jews have voluntarily submitted to slavery. That we toil in grime and filth. That we voluntarily break the commandment to keep the Sabbath; that we deliberately eat unclean food. That we demean ourselves by carrying out the occupiers’ slightest decree.


Those who claim all this have not learnt to appreciate the value of work properly. For so it is written in the Pirkei Avot: YOU ARE NOT REQUIRED TO CARRY OUT WORK; BUT NOR SHALL YOU REFRAIN FROM IT.


And what does that mean? It means that work is not exclusively about the earnings of you or me. Work is what holds a society together.


Work not only purifies. Work also protects.


Among us, in my ghetto, nobody dies of hunger. All those who work have the right to share what there is to be shared. But with rights come responsibilities. Anyone who misappropriates, who takes from the common store for his own gain, shall be excluded from his khevre, and nowhere shall he find food to eat. Nowhere shall he sleep. And nowhere shall he be able to go to pray.


But conversely, anyone who is prepared to work for the community will also be rewarded for that. I do not come to you as one who preaches and lectures. I am a simple person. God has given me, as he has everyone else, two hands. I raise them now to entreat you – come back to us in Litzmannstadt and help us to build a home for all Jews.


All your contributions are welcome.


Gifts of money are also most acceptable.





People came to him in the night.


They did not want to hear about his high production quotas or all his successes in the battle against corruption and black-market trading in the ghetto. They wanted to hear what he could tell them of their nearest and dearest, whom they had left behind in Litzmannstadt, of the streets where they had lived; they wanted to know if the houses were still standing, and if those who once lived there were still alive. And he opened the lid of his trunk and distributed letters and postcards, and, to ‘refresh’ their memories further, he told them of the chestnut trees the Germans were letting them plant in Lutomierska Street this spring. They would make a proper avenue. He told them about the children who went to school each day, about the summer camps he was planning to set up for them in Marysin: seventeen thousand children would be fed three hot meals a day; they would be taught Yiddish, Hebrew and Jewish history by teachers he had trained specially for the purpose; a hospital with all the most modern equipment had been put at his disposal exclusively for the children. In return, the children would work at planting and sowing green vegetables and root vegetables in the spring. He told them there were agricultural collectives where hundreds of kibbutznikim were at work, planting potatoes. They dug three crops of potatoes a year.


From his trunk he produced a copy of Informator far klayngertner, a handbook for vegetable-growers that Szmul Rozenzstajn had printed. What mattered was not who or what you were, he said, waving the booklet about, what mattered was that everyone who came knew their craft and was willing to work.




*





A week later, the Chairman was back in Litzmannstadt. His return could hardly be described as ‘royal’. A Gestapo vehicle let him off at the ghetto boundary. That was at about half past five in the afternoon. The ghetto was deserted. At the far end of Zgierska Street, near the wooden bridge, a tram had stopped dead, as if it had been struck by lightning.


Where was everybody? His first thought was absurd: that the population of the ghetto had not been able to bear his absence and had quite simply exploded from hunger and sorrow.


His next thought was more plausible: that some kind of coup had been mounted while he was away. Could it be the Bundists, the Zionist Workers or the lunatic Marxists who had ganged up against him? Or could it possibly be that the favoured Dawid Gertler had persuaded the authorities that he be allowed to take over the functions of the police, as well?


But if that had happened – why was it so quiet and empty everywhere?


Die Feldgrauen were standing there as usual, stiff and idiotic in their red-and-white-striped sentry boxes. They weren’t even looking in his direction. He decided to think no more about it, took up his trunk and set off towards the barrier marking the border at the entry point to Bałuty Square.


Outside the long row of ghetto administration huts stood a parked lorry, and behind it – as if taking cover behind bomb defences – his entire staff was waiting, with Miss Dora Fuchs, Mr Mieczysław Abramowicz and the ubiquitous Szmul Rosenzstajn at their head. They looked nervous, as if he had caught them doing something they were ashamed of. 




Where is everybody?


There’s been shooting in the ghetto, Mr Chairman.


Who? Who’s been shooting?


Nobody knows. The shots came from inside the ghetto, that’s all we know. One of them, unfortunately, happened to cause some injury to a German official. Herr Amtsleiter is in quite a state.


Where’s Rozenblat?


Chief Police Commander Rozenblat has been summoned for interview by the authorities.


So ask Gertler to come.


Herr Amtsleiter Biebow has imposed a curfew on the ghetto until the perpetrator is caught. If that person hasn’t come forward by seven o’clock tomorrow morning, he is threatening to have eighteen Jews executed by firing squad.


And where are those Jews now?


In the Red House, Mr Chairman.


Very well, then we shall go to the Red House. Mr Abramowicz, you will accompany me.





The Red House was a building in the district just behind the Church of the Most Blessed Virgin Mary on the big square; it was three storeys high and made of solid, red brick, hence its name.


Before the occupation, the red-brick building had been used by the ministry of the Catholic Church, but as soon as the ghetto was set up, the German criminal police had seen the potential of the place, thrown out all the church occupants and moved their own people in instead. On the top floor, Polish women typists sat writing reports to the Central Staff back in Litzmannstadt. The basement housed the torture cells.


In the ghetto, the Jews were free, mentally at least, to roam any district. And every Bałuty resident could have found their way blindfold to absolutely any passageway, courtyard or side street. But at the Red House, tongues and thoughts came to a full stop. Even uttering the name Roytes Heizl was like touching an abscessed tooth: your whole body flinched from the pain. Every night, those who lived round about, in Brzezińska and Jakuba Streets, were awoken by the screams of the torture victims; and every morning – whether there were corpses to collect or not – Mr Muzyk the undertaker would be waiting outside with his cart.




 





Szmul Rosensztajn records in his diary that Rumkowski had two meetings with the German authorities the day he returned from Warsaw.


First in the Red House (where he finally got the reception he had hoped for when he came home: eighteen of Biebow’s hostages pressing their terror-stricken faces to the bars of the prison windows and shouting out how glad they were that their deliverer had finally returned); and then with Biebow himself in the latter’s Bałuty office.


By then, the account of events was rather different.


It turned out that there had not been any shots fired in the ghetto. What had happened was that some blunt and heavy object had been thrown from inside the ghetto fence and hit a tram that was passing through the ‘Aryan’ corridor beyond. It was the tram he had seen standing on the slope up from Bałuty Square when he arrived. The stone from inside the ghetto had broken one of the tram windows and the splinters of glass had fallen on one of the passengers in the aisle. This might have been overlooked, had not the person involved happened to be Karl-Heinz Krapp, a civil servant from Mayor Werner Ventzki’s office, a dyed-in-the-wool Aryan.


The Kripo for their part had worked on the assumption that it was an attempt on his life, and had arrested fifty people who had witnessed the incident, taking eighteen of them to the interrogation suite in the Red House. Starting at seven o’clock the next morning, one of them would be executed every hour until the stone-thrower gave himself up.


‘If you intend to do anything about this, I suggest you start at once,’ Biebow told Rumkowski.




 





Rumkowski gave Dawid Gertler orders to search all the districts on the right-hand side of Zgierska Street. Gertler’s men decided to approach it scientifically. In order to hit the tram window at that angle, the stone must have been thrown from quite a height, and thus from the second or third floor of one of the blocks of flats along Zgierska Street. That ruled out all the blocks except three.


Gertler’s men swarmed up winding, ramshackle flights of stairs, broke down closed or barricaded apartment doors and forced their way in.


By about seven thirty, Gertler could personally report that they had the culprit surrounded. He was in a flat on the top floor of number 87. There were clearly also children in the flat. When the police broke down the door, children’s cries had been clearly heard from inside.


‘Shall we go in anyway?’ asked Gertler.


‘Don’t do anything,’ replied the Chairman. ‘I’m coming over there myself.’




 





87 Zgierska Street was one of the most dilapidated of the blocks of flats looking out on one of the side streets, Flisacka. The three rows of windows along its facade resembled as many cave mouths. Not a single window pane remained unbroken. Most of the apertures also lacked frames, and the only protection they had against the rain and cold was a basic sheet of cardboard or a bit of grubby sheeting.


The police had already ringed the building and as soon as he arrived the Chairman was escorted to a flat right up on the third floor. Two men were squatting by the stove on what appeared to be an upturned enamel washtub; a woman stood beside them, rubbing her hands on a dirty apron. Gertler led the way to what looked like the door to a cloakroom or store cupboard at the back of the room, and thumped his fist a number of times on the frame.


Go away, leave us alone, came a muffled voice from inside.


(A rough, man’s voice.)


The Chairman approached the door and said in a commanding voice:


‘It is I. Rumkowski.’


There was silence on the other side. Someone thought he heard whispering, and the sound of bodies shuffling. There were apparently several people in the cloakroom.


Rumkowski:


We demand that the person guilty of this deed come out. Otherwise, eighteen innocent Jewish lives will be lost.


Again: silence. Then there was a voice. A very small voice –


Is it really Mr Praeses?


A child. Meaningful looks were exchanged among the men in Gertler’s unit. The Chairman cleared his throat and said in a voice that he tried to make sound as stern and authoritative as possible:
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