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I Was a Boy in Belsen





At the liberation of the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp a British officer prepared his medical team before entering the camp (17 April 1945):




 





‘It is unbelievable,’ he said, ‘there is no organisation, no food, nothing. Half-starved, emaciated, spiritless, demented, these people roaming the camp have been reduced to animal level. I went through the women’s quarter of the camp hospital. Many of them are stark naked and are literally crawling about on their hands and knees, too weak to walk. The bedridden, just skin and bone, lie in their own dung. In one small room were forty women, few with any clothes, huddled together to keep warm. Some of these women had been dead for days – nobody had come to dispose of their bodies. I have seen some sights, I thought I could take anything – but this “shook” me, made me want to vomit. Outside, the dead are piled four feet high over a large area and bulldozers are having to be employed to shovel the bodies into large pits. I could tell you more, even worse, but it’s too sickening to talk about.’




 





From an account by Private Emmanuel Fisher, 32 Casualty Clearing Station, RAMC, BLA
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Dedication







To my family and to the memory of the victims of the Holocaust.
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Introduction from the Holocaust Education Trust





After more than fifty years of almost complete silence about his incarceration as a young boy in Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, Tomi began to tell his story. When Holocaust Education Trust Ireland (HETI) was established in 2005, he became an enthusiastic member of the small group of Holocaust survivors committed to delivering one of HETI’s schools programmes, ‘Hearing a Survivor Speak’.


Since then, Tomi has been speaking to senior-cycle students in post-primary schools throughout Ireland, making an indelible impression on all who hear him. During the school year, Tomi shares his personal experiences of the Holocaust with approximately four thousand students. The response from students, during Tomi’s school visits and subsequent correspondence he receives, is powerful evidence of the impact of his story.


As the number of Holocaust survivors diminishes, Tomi is acutely aware that he is one of the final witnesses. He feels compelled to tell his story to young people so that they will know what happened in the Holocaust and he is dedicated to furthering Holocaust education. Tomi believes he owes it to the victims and he owes it also to the survivors, to ensure that this horrendous episode in European history is never forgotten.


In 2008 a documentary film, Till the Tenth Generation, supported by the Irish Film Board and transmitted by RTÉ 1, traced Tomi’s story back through his childhood in Czechoslovakia, his capture and incarceration by the Nazis, his family’s experience after liberation from Belsen, and his adult life, culminating in his arrival in Ireland in 1960. A DVD of the film is now available in every post-primary school in the Republic as part of an education pack, which also includes a Teacher’s Guide and a CD of teaching materials. Now Tomi has written his autobiography, I Was a Boy in Belsen, and these two documents will ensure that Tomi’s story is safeguarded in perpetuity.


It is a pleasure and an honour to know Tomi Reichental and to work with him. Holocaust Education Trust Ireland is indebted to him for giving so generously of his time and energy in supporting our programmes. The Trust wishes him every success with I Was a Boy in Belsen and many more years of fruitful activity and much fulfilment in the future.


Lynn Jackson


Chief Executive, Holocaust Education Trust Ireland

















Introduction





‘In Poland if the Jews did not work they were shot. If they could not work they had to succumb. They had to be treated like a tuberculosis bacillus, with which a healthy body may become infected.


This was not cruel, if one remembers that even innocent creatures, such as hares and deer are killed so that no harm is caused by them. Why should the beasts … be spared?


Nations that did not rid themselves of the Jews perished.’


Adolf Hitler in conversation with Admiral Horthy of Hungary,


Klessheim Castle, April 1943




 





The Final Solution was the most audaciously evil endeavour undertaken in human history. The annihilation of every Jewish man, woman and child was the overarching priority of the National Socialist regime in Germany during World War II. The fact that the state that possessed the most advanced technological expertise, industrial resources and scientific knowledge in Europe mobilised these assets to kill millions on the basis of their race and religion will provoke people to reflect on the Holocaust for centuries to come.


Most of the island of Ireland was spared the carnage and horrors of the conflict Adolf Hitler launched to establish continental hegemony to last for a thousand years. The fate of Europe’s Jewish population was not a matter of pressing concern to most Irish people before, during or after ‘The Emergency’. The industrial slaughter of six million Jews from every corner of Nazi-occupied Europe was an almost incomprehensible revelation to those who saw the hellish newsreels of the liberation of Bergen-Belsen by the British Army in April 1945.


Tomi Reichental and his brother Miki were just some of the starving, haunted figures captured briefly in a filmed sequence of Jewish children waving at the moment of deliverance through barbed wire into the lens of a Bolex camera. The Reichental brothers were from the village of Merašice in what was once Czechoslovakia. They and millions like them were the people Neville Chamberlain had referred to as ‘people from far away places’ not worth fighting a war over. Instead, Hitler was appeased at Munich in 1938 and ‘peace in our time’ was achieved for the twelve months it took the Nazis to conquer the Czechs, hand Czechoslovakia over to the Fascist Monsignor Jozef Tiso and send the Wehrmacht into Poland in September 1939.


Tomi Reichental, his mother, father and brother would miraculously survive the Shoah (the Holocaust). But it would take him and many more like him many years to find the words to describe the ordeal. This book gives us a precious personal insight into what happened to these people in ‘the far away places’ Neville Chamberlain had sold down the river. From 1940 to 1945 the Reichentals and everyone like them became the continent-wide quarry of the merciless legions of Himmler’s Gestapo.
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When I first encountered Tomi in the summer of 2007 at the invitation of Oliver Donohoe from the Holocaust Education Trust, I was meeting not only my first Holocaust survivor but also the first person I can recall meeting who came from the vanished urbane sophisticated Jewish society of Central Europe. A world destroyed forever by the apocalyptic death squads of the Nazis and their accomplices.


To connect with that lost world I embarked on a painful creative journey with Tomi and a dedicated film crew, led by the inspirational cinematographer, Seamus Deasy. That odyssey into the darkest corners of modern European history culminated with the successful completion of the feature documentary film Till the Tenth Generation in 2008.


That film dramatically tells the story of how thirty-five of Tomi’s closest relatives were gassed, guillotined, starved and worked to death at various Nazi killing sites in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Germany from 1942 to 1945. Remarkably, Tomi and his family cheated death against all the odds and went on to re-build their lives from the ashes in the new state of Israel in 1949.


In doing so, they escaped the renewal of state-sponsored anti-Semitism ushered in by the post-war communist regimes across the territories of Eastern Europe at the instigation of Josef Stalin. The Soviet Union’s dictator marked down the Jews who had survived the Nazis as potential ‘class enemies’. The new party line on Zionism was dogmatically implemented by local communists terrified to step out of line with Moscow. In these circumstances, it was a prudent move by the Reichentals to sell up and abandon their farm in Merašice and take their chances in the new Jewish state.


I’m delighted to see Tomi Reichental expand on his vivid personal account of his precious life in this volume. His autobiography will now stand as an enduring testament to both the diabolical scale of Hitler’s extermination project and the resilience of the human spirit.


In 2010 in Listowel in North Kerry, Tomi and I were invited by Jimmy Deenihan, the local Dáil Deputy and Minister for Arts and Culture, to present the film at the impressive St John’s Theatre in the market square in the town. Listowel is the only place in Ireland that has marked the Holocaust with a memorial. It is located on the banks of the river Feale in a shaded tranquil corner of the European Park.


The occasion happened to fall on 15 April. Sixty-five years earlier, to the day, Tomi Reichental had been liberated from the hell that was Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. In the audience that night in Listowel was Paddy FitzGibbon, the local man instrumental in the erection of the only memorial to the Shoah in the Irish Republic.


Both of us were delighted to see Paddy at the screening because we have often quoted his eternally incisive remarks when we introduce the film to audiences at many of the film festivals and commemorative events we have been invited to in recent times. FitzGibbon’s said these words in 1995 when the Listowel memorial was unveiled to the public:




‘Go home from this place and tell your children and your grandchildren that you have looked into the eyes and shaken hands with people who have survived the greatest cataclysm mankind has unleashed on mankind. Tell them to tell their children and their children’s children, because these people will be mourned and spoken about and wept over for 10,000 years. For if they aren’t we are all done for.’





When the reader has turned the last page of this book, he or she will have encountered and embraced the universal relevance of Tomi Reichental’s story. Hopefully, also, they will be inspired by the sombre advice of Paddy Fitzgibbon and tell their children and their grandchildren to read it some day too.


Gerry Gregg, Dublin

















Foreword





My childhood is divided into three very different phases: the carefree years before the onslaught of the anti-Jewish laws; the subsequent arrest and deportation of myself and my family to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp; and finally the struggle to return home to a tattered normality after our liberation. The first part seems the briefest of all.


It all started far away, outside our small village, Merašice in Czechoslovakia. It started with whispers, then abuse – and the final stage was murder …


Robbing the Jews to Make Them Poor


With the declaration of independent Slovakia on 14 March 1939 by the Catholic priest, Fr Josef Tiso, the Czechoslovakian Jewry experienced an ill wind of change in attitude. The radical and national elements in the new government clamoured for a solution to the ‘Jewish Question’, as defined by Nazi Germany. The first thing to be done was to exclude Jews from the economy. Therefore, the new state passed a law prohibiting Jews from manufacturing and selling Christian artefacts – which really didn’t make much difference to anybody.


Something more stringent needed to be done.


A month later the government ordered all Jewish notaries to be sacked along with 96 percent of practising Jewish solicitors (including my Uncle Artur). A little while after that, 96 percent of practising Jewish doctors were sacked (including my Uncle Desider).


This was more like it!


These sorts of orders encouraged anti-Semitic Slovak nationalists to really let loose. Hadn’t they been saying for years how the Jews prevented the advance of the intelligentsia because they occupied all the best professions? The expulsion of the Jews from national life continued with the order, on 21 June 1939, informing Jews that they no longer needed to serve in the national army.


Now it was time to get more personal, time to start looking at Jewish property and businesses with a view to transferring it all, as simply and efficiently as possible, into Christian hands. The only option, initially, for the innovative Jewish shopkeeper or factory owner was to elect to hand over half their business to a Christian, a process described by the authorities as ‘voluntary Aryanisation’. This way, at least the Jew got to hold on to 50 percent of his livelihood. Meanwhile, the new partner received the very best training in preparation for running the whole business one day – in the not too distant future – without the need for state investment.


So it was, about twelve months later, that the new Prime Minister – the hugely anti-Semitic and deeply religious Dr Vojtech Tuka – demanded a speeding up of the process. From now on, the Ministry of Finance would decide if a business was to be Aryanised or simply liquidated – like my grandfather’s shop. In 1940 alone, 2,223 Jewish businesses were transferred to Christians while 10,000 smaller businesses were liquidated. Jews could no longer sell or buy a business without official permission – which was as rare as it was obscenely expensive.


Restrictions on Jews stretched to determining how much of their own money they could withdraw from their own bank accounts. In April 1941 they could take out 500 crown a week; five months later they could only take 150 crown.


Then it got down to the nitty-gritty: all household valuables were to be handed in. Jewish people had to part with fur coats, cars, cameras, radios and even valuable books. My parents asked one of their farm-hands to hide their one-hundred-piece Rosenthal dinner set and keep it safe for them. When they went back for it, in 1945, the set, according to their trusted employee, had mysteriously vanished.


Lastly, Jews had to pay a special 20 percent flat tax on whatever they still owned. This was the last straw. By 1942, when the deportations were happening in earnest, most Jews were practically destitute. The nation was taught to regard them as useless parasites on social welfare, costing the country more money than they were worth.


It was time to take the next step.


Getting Rid of the Jews


The deportations began on 27 March 1942. Nearly every week after that, between 1,000 and 1,500 Jews received registered letters telling them either to make their way to a centre on such and such a date, or else to be ready and waiting at home for collection. There was panic throughout the community, with many families going into hiding. Grandmother Rosalia, my mother’s mother, was smuggled into Hungary and her son, Artur, also sneaked over the border with his wife and children. People were disappearing at an alarming rate; it was the only subject of conversation at this time.


The Germans, not wanting to lose control of thousands of Jews, had the first deportees send postcards home indicating that everything was just fine. Naturally, these cards were heavily censored to ensure against the awful truth being revealed. However, people soon found ingenious ways of spreading the news.




Your sister Sarah went to see your grandmother last week.




 





Maurice met his brother George some time ago.





The censors had no idea that the grandmother and George were dead. Here were the first confirmations that the rumours were true: the Jews were dying. Some deportees were made to post-date their cards, which meant they had already been murdered by the time their families were reading that they were safe and well. Quite a number of these postcards are preserved in Yad Vashem Museum in Jerusalem.


Meanwhile, Jewish people did all they could to evade deportation, using whatever connections they had to obtain exemption papers – although the permits were frequently disregarded since the Hlinka Guard, the Slovakian SS equivalent, had to a quota to fill and the numbers simply had to add up. So, really, everybody was in danger.


Today it is estimated that somewhere between 12,000 and 12,500 Slovakian Jews survived the Holocaust. Approximately 75,000 were murdered … including many members of my family.

















PART I


NORMAL LIFE CHANGES




















Chapter 1


• • • •


Our Home in Merašice





We lived in Merašice, a small, Slovak village in the region of Topolcany, that was home to just seven hundred people. It was a typical village, with the one pub and the Catholic Church providing the entire social life for the locals. My father frequented the pub in order to keep up-to-date with all the news. There were no newspapers, so information was best secured over a beer or a slivovitz (plum brandy). The pub owner, Mr Varga, usually sat and drank with his customers while his wife did all the work. Infrequent visitors, who were on their way elsewhere, were immediately offered food by Mrs Varga – she was a first-rate hostess. From what I remember, the pub was always open; there were no particular hours and the door was never locked. Anyone who passed by always nipped in for a drink and a chat. My father used to say, ‘Even the horses have learnt to stop outside.’


News and gossip were also gleaned from the parish priest, who was a great friend of our family; my parents particularly enjoyed playing cards with him. The old church was probably the most striking building in the village, its simple Gothic interior dating all the way back to 1397, and the steeple was the first thing a visitor would see as they approached the village. Father Harangozo was a small, stout man, whose constant kindness and acts of charity – and partiality to enjoying a few drinks – made him very popular as a neighbour. He lived in a small house beside the church with his sister Marguerite, who acted as his housekeeper and secretary. Aside from his parochial duties, he also taught religion in the local school. A Hungarian, he was delighted with the fact that my educated parents could talk to him in his own language. Of course, his busiest day was Sunday when the church bells rang out summoning the relevant villagers to mass. They would emerge out of their houses in their best clothes. After mass the men headed in groups to the pub, while the women headed home to make the dinner.


My grandparents’ shop was the only decent one for miles around. Far from big, the shop was basically a small room with a counter that separated the public from the small living area out back. It was a mixed hardware store that provided everything from flour, sugar, needles and thread to paper, glue and whatever the busy housewife needed to clean her house. If you wanted something more than this, maybe a new outfit or a pair of shoes, you had to take the single daily bus to the next town. My abiding memory of the shop is how every single item was accounted for and had its own special place. It was always pristine – the dust, imaginary or otherwise, being swept out the door several times a day. When, on the rare occasion that my grandfather, or Opapa, as we called him, was out of a particular product, he would solemnly promise the customer that he’d order it immediately and have it for them within the next couple of days. Never less than professional, he addressed every single customer, regardless of age and status, by their proper name. No slang words were uttered here, nor any kind of casual familiarity. Opapa was an efficient man and his business was a perfect reflection of his character.


He was rather strict, yet we were very fond of him, in spite of himself. My brother, Miki, and I would visit him at work in order to be given sweets, never more than one or two each, as a bribe to leaving him in peace. He only ever dressed in black from head to toe, including his black hat and black moustache. His strictness extended to his religion too. Accordingly, we had a local shoket (butcher), who served the Jewish community. He visited us every couple of weeks to kill our chickens and cows in the kosher way. On Friday nights for the Sabbath meal, the family would wait until Opapa took his seat first. Miki and I were always on our best behaviour because we simply had to be. There were no arguments or fooling around. Instead, our energy was focused on our prayers and our food. The meal had to be completely finished before we could leave the table, and even then we had to ask Opapa for permission first.


Our grandmother, Omama, was the exact opposite of her husband in appearance and manner. While he was tall and slim, she was small and plump, cutting an imperfect figure in thick layers of clothing that were protected by the frilly apron she wore every day. Her thick, wavy hair was silver grey and her double chin wobbled as she went about her chores. I remember her only as an old woman – she must have been in her sixties at least, but she never stopped working. She looked after the house, did all the cooking and baking, and then would look after the shop when Opapa went to get more supplies. My father was the only one of her nine children who lived in Merašice and, consequently, she spoiled Miki and me, stuffing us, much to my mother’s dismay, with whatever she was baking: poppy-seed cake, cheesecake, jam sponge or apple tart. Sometimes I would visit her just to watch her make rye bread, a typical village fare with loaves the size of a small cartwheel. She’d always make two loaves, enough for several weeks. When she wasn’t too busy she’d entertain me with stories, well-known ones like ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ and ‘Hansel and Gretel’.


My mother was rather liberal in her opinions and only visited the synagogue on holy days. She often slipped us non-kosher food too, like salami or bacon, telling us to hide it from Opapa. She believed in children eating fatty foods during the cold, harsh months of winter. I was a fussy eater and was often sick with colds and frequent ear infections. My poor mother would be forced to spend her meal times trying to persuade me to eat my vegetables. My reasons for ignoring her requests were pretty erratic, and no doubt typical of a young child: ‘I can’t eat this spinach; it will make me green all over.’


My parents’ marriage had been arranged – by whom I don’t know – but it was a happy one. What I do know is that they married on 26 October 1930 when he was twenty-eight years old, five years older than her. They honeymooned in Venice, a rarity at the time. I assume the trip was a wedding present from the Scheimovitzes, my mother’s family, who were all successful professionals, including her sister Margo, who was a dental technician and actually ran her own surgery, very unusual for the time. My father’s side was none too shabby either. His siblings included a surgeon, an architect and an office manager. Father had attended a German college in Slovakia, where he studied commerce and agriculture. He could also speak several languages, but never showed any interest in pursuing a ‘proper’ professional career. When Opapa opened his shop, deciding he was too old to farm, Father was more than content to take over the farm. So it was that Mother, a city girl from a well-to-do family, married a farmer and came to live in a tiny village. As could be expected, things were a bit difficult in the beginning; it took Mother a while to settle into her new life, but eventually she found her feet. It probably helped that she and Father had a lot in common. They were both big readers and also loved music, especially opera. Many evenings were spent around the radio, our only source of entertainment. My parents also enjoyed socialising and Father always had plenty of friends in all types of places. We never saw our parents arguing, but would sometimes notice them not talking to one another for a couple of days, though this didn’t happen very often.


We had a maid who doted on my mother – in fact, they were the best of friends. Mariška, a Roman Catholic, had six children of her own, and her husband worked for a German family. She did the washing and ironing, allowing my mother to concentrate on cooking and baking.


We weren’t the only family in the village to have a maid. There were a few wealthy families in Merašice, and the villagers believed us to be rich too, for various reasons. Firstly, there was the shop; secondly, there was my father’s farm of 120 hectares that employed five local men; and thirdly, our house was just that bit bigger. All the houses around were whitewashed and built of mud, while our house was whitewashed but built of brick. There was also the fact that my mother didn’t dress like the other women, who favoured lots of coloured skirts and headscarves – my mother’s clothes were quieter in colour and neater in style. Meanwhile, my father went about wearing a tie, unlike everyone else too. He also had a 125cc motorbike, our only luxury. I loved to sit on the tank watching heads turn as they heard us approach.


At harvest time Father would lodge every penny he made in the bank and there it stayed until there was a proper need for it. Everything we ate was homemade: butter, jam, white cheese, pastry and bread. During the hot summers my mother made her own ice-cream. She also made liqueurs, boiling fresh fruit over the fire and pouring it into glass jars. In this way our visiting relatives had their pick of pear, plum or cherry liqueur, and even brandy. Between my mother and my grandmother, our family was thoroughly self-sufficient. This meant that there was never any actual money in the house. I’m not even sure that our maid was paid in coin; perhaps her payment was the food that my mother would give her.


So, yes, it was true that we had everything we needed, but it really wasn’t that much. Since our house had only one bedroom, Miki slept on the small couch in the sitting-room while I slept at the bottom of my parents’ bed. Furthermore, while our bed linen, Rosenthal dinner plates, glasses, cutlery and ornaments were undoubtedly all first-rate, they were all presents that my parents had received as newlyweds. Once a year I would be taken to town for new clothes.


We certainly didn’t think of ourselves as being well off, but still, there was an invisible social barrier between our family and the locals, despite my father’s extrovert nature. People only ever addressed my grandfather as Stari Panko (Old Sir), and my grandmother was Stara Pani (Old Mistress), while my Mother was Mlada Pani (Young Mistress) and Father was Mladi Panko (Young Sir).


I loved Merašice. Like its inhabitants, it was self-sufficient. Apart from the pub and the church, there was the school and a whole host of specialised tradesman. There was Mr Perutka, the carpenter, who made my skis and toboggan. He could turn his hand to anything, from a fancy cabinet to a sturdy wheel for a hard-working cart. I can’t remember the name of the blacksmith, but I loved to watch him work as he folded iron like it was pastry. Mr Polackek was the mechanic; he worked on the steam engines that were rented for harvesting the fields, and could also fix motorcars, which were a rarity in the village. Fortunately, he could also repair the water pumps, as there were only three wells in Merašice. These sorts of skills stayed in the same family from generation to generation. If another family wished their son to learn a trade they had to pay the craftsman a hefty sum for the required three-year apprenticeship. Money was scarce, so that was a big undertaking.


Other tradesmen passed through, constantly moving from village to village, to where the work was: the glazier, the man who sharpened scissors and knives, and the man who repaired things like pots and pans. Nothing was ever thrown away, only sharpened and fixed. My parents were very welcoming to these travellers; my mother fed them and my father let them sleep in one of our barns.


There was a second prosperous business in Merašice, apart from farming, and that was the manufacturing of red bricks for the construction industry. The local factory was owned and run by two Germans, Mr Ploich and Mr Shultise. As with just about everyone else in the village, my father got on very well with these two, thanks to his fluency in German.


Our village was such an idyllic place and never more so when, during the summers, my cousins visited from the city, making me realise all over again what a paradise surrounded me. My mother would bring us scoops of her ice-cream in our very own tea house, the small, wooden structure in the back garden which contained a round table and bench upon which eight excited kids could just about fit. If we were still hungry, we had a variety of fruit to choose from – I needed only to stretch out my hand to grab cherries, grapes and gooseberries, and in autumn apples from the apple tree with its spidery branches that dangled low enough for us to help ourselves.


A little stream ran through the village where we’d swim and fish for hours on end. Then we’d return home with tiny fish in the palms of our hands, excitedly ambushing my mother at the door: ‘You have to fry these because we want to eat them for dinner.’


Thanks to the warm weather I went barefoot all summer. I had to be careful, however, when the sun grew fierce as I would inevitably be forced to return indoors, suffering from heat-induced migraines. In between football matches and fishing for dinner, I loved to follow my father around, checking out the crops and then hanging out with the man who took the cows out to pasture. Because I was the boss’s son, he made me whistles from the willow branches that dangled at either side of the stream.


Summer also meant the wondrous smell of fresh flowers in the air. A vast, colourful array of flora grew in and around the village. It’s something that I’ll never forget, that heady scent of perfume that persisted no matter where I stood, and attracted umpteen bees and flying insects. One of my favourite times of the year was harvest time when all of us children, usually half-naked under the blue sky, would run to the fields to watch the big, noisy steam engine work away – a welcome improvement on the horse and plough.


Winters were also special and meant just one thing: snow – and lots of it. It started to fall in November and would cut us off from everywhere else, blocking the roads and making it impossible to travel by bus or car. Even as a young child I appreciated the stillness of the village when the snow served as a sort of muffler against noise. The world seemed like such a softer place under the blanket of white. Then, during the day, it would begin to thaw, only to freeze anew at night, leaving hardened drips, or icicles, dangling from the roofs of the houses. My mother had the carpenter make us a fine toboggan which was bigger than everyone else’s – Miki and I would follow her to the top of the hill, near the church, and then we would all climb on for the breathtaking descent.


Of course, winter also meant Christmas – not that Christmas was actually celebrated in our house. We had our own festival, Chanukah, the festival of the lights, which begins some time before 25 December and lasts eight days; each night an additional candle on the chanukiah is burnt to commemorate the rededication of the Holy Temple back in the second century BCE. However, Miki and I were more than happy to join in our neighbours’ festivities too. The men in the village would dress up as Santa Claus or St Nicholas and come to the door bearing presents. On Christmas Eve we too cleaned our shoes like our neighbours’ children and put them out on the windowsill. When we’d wake up the next morning, our shoes would be miraculously filled with sweets and little toys.


Life was little short of perfect in those fun-filled days, but it wasn’t to last. If there had been any feelings of ambiguity towards the Reichentals because of our perceived wealth or because my grandfather was stern and not given to small talk, or because my father was a boss, these feelings were to be suddenly fuelled by perhaps the biggest difference of all between us and our neighbours – our religion.

















Chapter 2


• • • •


Žid! Žid! Žid!





We were the only Jewish family in Merašice. Well, that’s not strictly true – we were one of three original Jewish families, but the other two converted to other religions. Fortunately, there were other Jewish families in the surrounding villages and we kept in contact with them. The Goldbergers were lifelong friends of my parents; they lived about a kilometre away from us, in Otrokovce, and we visited them quite often. Mr Goldberger was also a farmer, like my father. There were two children, a boy called Zoli, who was Miki’s age, and his sister, Marta, who was mine. I loved visiting their house, especially in June on account of the generous fruit trees in their back garden. We would stuff ourselves on the ripe cherries – but always left room for the wonderful cakes that Mrs Goldberger baked in our honour.


Mr Goldberger would always give me the same joking advice that never failed to make everyone laugh: ‘Now, listen to me. When you grow up you must learn how to be a glazier. Then, when you’ve done that, you get yourself  a partner. Then, when you’ve done that, send him ahead into a village and tell him to break some windows. The next morning you arrive bright and early and declare yourself open for business. And that’s how you make your fortune.’


East of Merašice was the village of Kapince, home to the Friedmans. Whenever we had to take the train, we would visit them as it stopped there. Their house was another source of tasty cakes and, therefore, another favourite of mine. South of Merašice was the little village of Galanova, which had a small synagogue. Our family walked here on the Sabbath and on holy days, to pray and meet up with our Jewish friends.


Sabbath began on Friday evening with the sight of the first visible star, although the cooking of the special foods would have started the previous night. For instance, Sholet, a thick bean soup, had to be cooked overnight, along with eggs in their shells. When the eggs were peeled, they’d be brown in colour and wonderfully tasty. Also the Chala, the special white plaited bread, had to be baked the day before. Our meals on Fridays and Saturdays would begin with Opapa reciting the blessing over the Chala: ‘Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech Ha-olam, hamotzi lechem min Ha-aretz’ (Blessed are you, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who brings forth bread from the earth).


After the blessing, we would be served up chicken soup, followed by Sholet and then cakes. Even though I had to be on my best behaviour and wear my best clothes, I enjoyed the festivities. All the family dressed up and ate together in perfect harmony.


Mariška always arrived especially early on Saturday mornings since we weren’t allowed to do anything physical – from lighting the fire to switching on the lights, or even tearing paper. We couldn’t run, write, do any chores, or listen to the radio. Instead, Miki and I either read or played quietly in the garden. In the evenings we played host to Jewish friends or else we went to visit them in their houses.


The Sabbath was a very special day, and still is, of course, but back then, in Merašice, it was the only day that I felt Jewish and thus different from our neighbours.
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I can well imagine that the grown-ups did everything in their power to keep their growing worries from us but it was an impossible task. While I was unaware of the evil forces at work and heading our way, there were some things that I couldn’t help noticing. Miki and I spent hours playing football with the other kids in the village square. I was usually the goalkeeper while Miki, a talented player, was a popular addition to any team. A passer-by would hear the excited shouts of ‘Pass it, Miki, over here!’ or ‘Come on, Tomi, kick it out!’ and assume we were all the same.


With the publication of the Jewish Codex in Slovakia in September 1941, things began to change. Jews were not allowed into public places such as parks, cinemas, theatres, swimming pools and so on; they were not allowed to fish, drive a car, ride a bicycle, own binoculars, a radio, camera; travel restrictions were strictly enforced; Jews had to wear the yellow star, and there were marriage restrictions between Jews and non-Jews. This document is probably the most horrific in Slovakian history. Inspired by the Nazi hatred of the Jewish people, the Codex was a massive sixty pages, crammed with 270 articles bent on restricting the social, professional and economic life of the Jews. From now on anyone passing by the impromptu football matches would still hear Miki and me being called on excitedly by our friends to pass the ball or whatever, only now we were more baldly addressed. No longer did Miki score goals; from now on it was, ‘Hey, the Jew scored!’, and no longer was a player urged to kick the ball to Tomi, it was, ‘Give the ball to the Jew.’


Perhaps it was around this time that my parents warned Miki and me to be careful when we went to the toilet. If there were other children around we were to hide our circumcised penises from them. I don’t remember having much to say about this – but, then, I never questioned my parents. When they sat us down to tell us that we’d have to start being careful, that we’d have to start hiding our ‘Jewishness’ from others, it was, for me, no different from them telling us that we had to mind our manners and always give up our seats to adults.
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The new signs of the times, the new restrictions, were formally communicated to the Reichental family at large when my grandfather’s shop was taken from him. On 31 May 1941 the little shop became just another miserable statistic when it was liquidated, along with ten thousand other small Jewish businesses. It was brutal shock to Opapa. The shop was his life, his line of communication to the village. He knew everybody and never forgot to ask after a mother’s child or a sick relative. His customers had always relied on him, not just for needles and thread or bars of soap, but also for his advice. If anyone needed a solicitor or a specialist doctor, they would ask Stari Panko for a personal recommendation. His shop gave him his unique standing in Merašice – and now it was gone. He never recovered from this humiliation, rarely leaving the house because, as he saw it, he no longer had much of a reason to do so.


It was only a little while later that my own idyllic home life came to an abrupt end. I was aged six at this time. According to the Codex, no Jewish child could attend a national school. In other words, Miki and I were no longer welcome in the local school. Therefore it was decided that we would be sent to live with my father’s sister, Aunt Renka, in Nitra, where there was a large Jewish population, with more than one Jewish school to choose from. Mother began preparations immediately. Miki and I had to accompany her on a shopping expedition to the next town, where she bought us new clothes, including coats for winter, which wasn’t too far away. It was she who did all our packing, including the generous amounts of food that she was bringing for our aunt: eggs, flour, bread and chicken.


We’d have to take the train from Kapince, and since Father couldn’t leave the farm he had one of his men, Mr Duraj, take us there in the horse and carriage. On reaching Kapince, we visited our friends, the Friedmans, like we always did, for cake and coffee. I remember the worried faces of the grown-ups as they discussed the New Order, as heralded by the Jewish Codex, and what it meant for us Jews.


The train arrived on time. I had visited Nitra plenty of times before and the train journey was usually my favourite part, but that morning I felt torn between the excitement of watching the landscape flash by my window and the sadness I felt at leaving my father and Merašice behind. Furthermore, since our aunt’s house was too small, our mother wouldn’t be staying for that first night and I wasn’t looking forward to saying goodbye to her. No one knew how long Miki and I would be staying. I felt it was better not to ask.


Nicknamed the ‘Radošina train’ because it came from Radošina town, the train took its time, stopping every ten minutes to pick up people from the numerous villages along the way. Finally, we reached Nitra station about an hour later and from there it was a twenty-minute walk on the cobblestoned path to Aunt Renka’s house. She was at the door waiting for us, welcoming us in with fierce hugs as she simultaneously ushered us towards the table where she had prepared a fine dinner. As soon as the meal was over, there was only time to look at the room that Miki and I would be sharing before Mother had to leave for the train back to Kapince. Mr Duraj would meet her off the train and drive her home. Not surprisingly, there were many tears; it was the first time we had to part from her in our lives. Everything seemed to be happening so fast. Miki and I would begin classes at our new schools the very next morning – me in the junior school, Miki in the senior school. To keep us from thinking too much about it all, Aunt Renka helped us unpack our belongings, suggesting that we leave out the new clothes in preparation for the early start.


That evening she asked me to give her my coat as she needed to sew something on it. I was intrigued when she produced a yellow star, marked with the word Jude (Jew).


‘What is that, Auntie?’ I asked.


She didn’t exactly smile as she replied: ‘You’re a big boy now, Tomi, so this means that you’ve to wear this any time you leave the house. From now on all Jews over the age of five must have a yellow star.’


Her explanation satisfied me and I didn’t give it another thought.


The following morning Aunt Renka took me by the hand and we set off for the junior school which was just down the road. I felt very confident in my new clothes and was pleased at how many people greeted my aunt with every step we took. She appeared to know just about everyone in this mostly Jewish neighbourhood. Any lingering unease I felt from listening to my mother and the Friedmans talking about the New Order was completely forgotten as I skipped along beside my aunt, seeing only friendly faces around me. At school I was introduced to the teachers and then placed in a class of ten children or so. As soon as I had settled in, Aunt Renka said goodbye: ‘You know your way home, don’t you? So I’ll see you about a quarter past twelve, then, and I’ll have your lunch ready for you. Be a good boy now.’


I remember I had an enjoyable morning. There were no proper lessons. Instead, our teachers taught us games, thereby helping us to get to know each other. When the bell rang at twelve o’clock we all put on our coats and, as soon as we were formally released, raced out the door to head for home. Proud that I could remember my way back to Aunt Renka’s, I set off happily. As I neared her house I saw three boys about my age standing in front of the corner shop. There was something about them that made me nervous. I felt my chest tighten as the three of them, in silence, watched me approach. Then, as I passed them by, they muttered at me, ‘Žid! Žid! Žid!’ (Jew! Jew! Jew!). Confused and suddenly very scared, I took off down the street, unable to stop until I reached Aunt Renka’s front door. Even as I ran, I instantly knew what had made me nervous about the boys: they weren’t wearing any yellow stars. That was probably the first time that I really felt different.


Of course, it would only get worse. It seems like every day after that I had to face being shouted at by more and more children whose coats weren’t branded by the yellow Star of David. Cries of ‘Dirty Jew’, ‘Smelly Jew’, ‘Pig’ followed me as I sprinted home, always frightened. After a while I wasn’t just shouted at; when they started spitting at me I was obliged to run across the road, and sometimes stones were fired after me as I ran. I was hated by these children and I’m not sure that I understood why. I was a nice person who only wanted to make friends. My parents and grandparents were always kind and helpful to everyone they met.


I suppose I did recognise that it had to do with my being a Jew. I remember feeling angry about being Jewish. Why couldn’t I have been something else? It wasn’t fair. My being Jewish was the reason I had to leave my parents and my home, and now it was causing these angry children to hate me, to spit at me and call me horrible names.


Perhaps the most depressing fact of all throughout this particular upsetting time was that the grown-ups in my life merely accepted my fate – our fate. Miki was experiencing the exact same thing. Aunt Renka could only trot out useless advice: ‘Just do your best to avoid them. Try not to draw their attention.’ It was the same at school. The teachers constantly looked stressed and worried, answering our complaints about the daily abuse with more useless advice: ‘Avoid any kind of confrontation.’ What we mightn’t have appreciated was that they completely understood our fears since they were going through the same treatment themselves. Anyone wearing the yellow star was subject to harassment on the street, informal or otherwise. Teachers were frequently absent or delayed due to the fact they had been stopped for their papers by the police. Arrests were common if a Jew was perceived to be trying to hide their star by covering it up in some way.


Still, I feel they could have provided an explanation for the hatred. They could have talked to us about anti-Semitism and warned us about what was going on outside the school walls. But they didn’t. Instead they told us absolutely nothing. Probably they didn’t want to frighten us. We were only kids, after all.


So I spent the next couple of months trying to dodge the bullies and looking forward with all my might to Christmas. Our mother duly arrived in late December to take Miki and me back to Merašice for the holidays. I was overjoyed to see her and, once I had my fill of being hugged and doted upon, I was utterly impatient for the train to race me home, back to my father and the farm. Mr Duraj collected us from Kapince and drove us home in the horse and carriage, where our father was waiting for us. He hugged us both in delight and asked us plenty of questions about school. Then Miki and I ran next door to our grandparents, who were waiting impatiently to see us. We were ready to be spoilt and, sure enough, Omama had made us our favourite little cakes to celebrate our homecoming.


To my delight, the usual snow had fallen, the layer of pure white making the village look like a perfect Christmas card. I had been dreaming about this sight for weeks. Mother assured us that she’d take us tobogganing at our favourite spot, up the hill beside the church. True to her word, she took us almost every day of the holidays, and we worked up sharp appetites in the cold air as we climbed the hill as fast as we could so that we could slide down it again and again, screaming with fear and excitement. My brother and I were home for Christmas and all was as it should be. As usual, Miki and I also polished our shoes and put them on the windowsill so that Santa would fill them with goodies while we slept. How I had longed to escape the tension of Nitra, to take a break from the daily insults and threats, to forget the worry in my aunt’s face and the weariness of my teachers.


Yet, as much as my mother acted like everything was perfectly okay, I knew it wasn’t. The tension had accompanied us all the way back to our house. For one thing, the holiday was a lot quieter than usual, with absolutely no visits from uncles, aunts or cousins, which was very peculiar. Of course, this was as a result of the new travel restrictions, another feature of the Codex: Jewish people now needed a special permit to travel 50km or more, and naturally these permits were obtained only with great difficulty. My father’s easy-going, sociable manner came in handy as he had to bribe an official to extend his travel permit, which was only ever valid for between one and three months. Our freedom to travel depended on his maintaining a good relationship with the offices of the interior ministry. I am sure there were a good many clerks who made a lot of extra money in this way.


Another change was the sight of our local Hlinka guards striding around the village in their black uniforms and matching boots. Named after the Catholic priest and nationalist leader, Andrej Hlinka, these were the military wing of the Slovak People’s Party. Unfortunately, Hlinka died in 1938 – he had always denounced anti-Semitism and instead called on the Jews to support Slovak nationalism. After his death, party members who hadn’t shared their leader’s all-encompassing views were free to implement their own brand of nationalism, one that didn’t involve those who sported the yellow star on their winter coats. By 1941 the guards – who were, for the most part, made up of unskilled labourers, the poorly educated and the peasants – were being trained in the SS camps in Germany.


Miki had seen these guards in action. It was he who told me what was really going on, from his visits to my mother’s sister, Aunt Margo, in Bratislava. Her house was about three hundred yards from the National Theatre and it was here that he watched the guards and party members assemble with their swastika armbands. The crowds would gather to listen to the President – and Catholic priest – Fr Jozef Tiso, rail against the lazy, greedy Jews who were a parasite on the country’s economy.


I don’t remember my parents making any remarks about Merašice’s Hlinka guards. They were men who had grown up with my father, men that my grandparents had known since they were dimpled babies. Even before the real trouble began they were never a very popular group, thanks to their love of alcohol and their explicit need, after several slivovitzes, to sing nationalist songs at the tops of their voices. Sunday was their special day, when they put on their black shirts, black caps, trousers and shiny boots to parade about the streets before heading to church for the morning service. Afterwards they retired to the pub, as they had always done, to get a little drunk and loudly hold forth on mundane matters, ranging from the weather to their respective jobs, just as they had always done. Only now there was a new subject to be discussed, at great length and volume. Mariška would arrive at our house to do the chores and have a coffee with my mother, rolling her eyes as she announced: ‘That Hlinka crowd are at it again, talking about getting rid of all the Jews. Silly fools!’
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