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To Morris and Sophia Ropschitz of Lvov and Vienna and their four children, Amalia Merkel, Klara Todt, Eduard Ropschitz and Roza Rauch, whose lives were so brutally terminated. Their names live on.
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My father wrote this book towards the end of his life. This is his story, based on his recollections. I have simply given it wings.


Yolanda Ropschitz-Bentham


Somerset, England, 2020
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Galicia-born David Henryk Ropschitz, like other east European Jews in the early 1930s, was barred from university study in his birth country of Poland and adopted country of Austria, due to prevailing anti-Semitic laws, known as numerus clausus. Determined to follow the family medical tradition, he re-located to the more tolerant Italy, as did many of his contemporaries in pre-war Europe. There he qualified in medicine at the University of Genoa in 1937. As the situation in Europe worsened he became stateless and in July 1940, with only a few hours’ warning, was sent on one of the first transports to Italy’s newly established Ferramonti di Tarsia Campo di Concentramento. Apart from a short period in confino libero in Abruzzo, he remained in Ferramonti until its liberation by Allied forces in September 1943.


This autobiographical novel, describes the prevailing conditions and attitudes under Fascist rule in Ferramonti during the three years of internment; it tells how the lives of its internees unfurled, their joys and sorrows, their humour and stoicism against the backdrop of World War II. Names were changed at the time of writing to preserve anonymity; unfortunately, in so doing, the identities of the key characters were lost. There will inevitably be some embellishments, omissions and chronological lapses but I hope this will not diminish the authenticity of the memories my father, David Ropschitz, carried with him for over forty years.
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Ferramonti - Valle Media Crati – Provincia di Cosenza.


It was in Calabria, in the middle of the Crati valley not far from the Busento, that legendary river which guards the submerged tomb of Alaric the Goth, where this history unfolds.


Greeks, Carthaginians, Romans, Goths, Normans, Moors and Albanians all trod this soil, though in its present desolation there was little to suggest its turbulent past and remote glories. The valley was almost bowl-shaped, surrounded by the barren hills, generally arid, a dust-bowl except for patches of bog and morass by the river Crati, where the Anopheles larvae bred in great profusion: a notoriously malaria-infested zone.


Trees were scarce but those that did manage to wrest a living from this inhospitable soil were astonishingly large and robust. With no help from pruning hands they grew into almost perfect spheres, which shape afforded the best protection from a merciless sun. Mainly locust, mulberry, fig and olive, with an occasional oak, they were sturdy, tall and impressive. Most of them were old, with something time-defying, archaic about them. Firmly entrenched they sent their moisture-seeking roots deep down into mother earth tapping her subterranean springs to mock the scorching sun which threatened to suck them dry.


In the middle of this valley, by 1943, on a bare stony patch were a great many Nissen-type huts, teeming with a multi-national population. Walls were fashioned from triple barbed wire, with sentry boxes at regular intervals. Viewed from above, at a distance, one could take this conglomeration of huts for a densely populated village with its inhabitants constantly on the move.


But in July 1940, when first the ‘Triumvirate’ arrived, things were very different. Then there was only one barrack, una camerata, and the rest of the desolate expanse was filled with heaps of sand and shingle, mortar and cement, planks and iron bars. Italian strategists hoping for a quick and successful campaign had put off any further construction of concentration camps. They saw the war ending in no time.


The first bunch to arrive, in the first week of July, was a random selection of twenty-three bewildered, worn out and profusely perspiring individuals from all walks of life, among them three young doctors soon referred to as the Triumvirate. Ossi Gerber, Dino Fuhrman and Henry Raupner became an inseparable trio, although their backgrounds and personalities differed widely. They would hardly have taken much notice of each other had not Fate thrown them together into this uncertain venture.
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CHAPTER 1



THE TRIUMVIRATE
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Ossi Gerber and Henry Raupner had known of each other in Genoa for some time but somehow never made close contact. They had been introduced and re-introduced several times, pretending each time to be complete strangers. The reason for this mutually reluctant acknowledgement was obscure, unless it was rooted in some vague masculine rivalry.


Ossi Gerber was a polished and extremely handsome young man. Though his looks were somewhat delicate, he could be very firm and authoritative when the need arose. He was an aesthete, much interested in the Muses as well as the art of good living. A pallid complexion contrasted sharply with raven-black hair which he wore to one side, revealing a forehead of marmoreal pallor. His dark, penetrating eyes had a sharp, vivid expression, in harmony with a sensitive aquiline nose. He was always impeccably dressed. Any superficial observer could have taken him for a bit of a dandy, but there was a lot more to him than his sophisticated exterior suggested.


He came from the provincial town of Bochnia in Poland. His father, a wealthy textile industrialist, had entertained great expectations of his only son. Like most Jewish parents who have acquired any measure of wealth, they wished their son to enter one of the professions, preferably the one most honoured by Jewish hearts: medicine. Ossi was a sickly child who at the age of fourteen had contracted rheumatic fever, which reputedly left him with some mitral valve damage. Being an only child, he was wrapped in parental cotton wool, but Ossi’s independent spirit protested against their smothering. Although he had to abandon the more strenuous forms of sport on doctor’s orders, he nonetheless took up soccer’s less taxing position as a goalkeeper.


After matriculation his parents decided to send him abroad. Their choice fell on Montpellier, which had a renowned medical faculty. It was hard to send their only son away from home, but numerus clausus, that unofficial limit on the number of Jewish students, as well as the sickening anti-Semitism in Polish universities, helped them in their resolve.


Papa Gerber was an intelligent man. He’d sensed the excessive attachment between mother and son, and his own life experience had taught him the importance of stamina and moral toughness. It was imperative for the ‘young loshak’, the colt – as he called him affectionately – to escape his mother’s over-protectiveness. Besides, there was also the question of prestige. It would be very agreeable to say casually “My son? Oh yes! He’s studying medicine in the South of France. At Montpellier, the town of Nostradamus.”


Young Ossi enjoyed his student days in France immensely. There he’d acquired an extra polish of charm and urbanity. His French became fluent, losing its textbook flavour. To Mamma Gerber it was a source of pride to listen to her son’s French chatter during the summer holidays when she paraded him in the ‘mondaine’ circles of their small native town.


In those pre-war days, provincial towns with a minimum of ‘high life’, a modicum of vice and some cultural interests regarded themselves as a ‘Little Paris’ which made them feel superior, sophisticated and worldly. French was the second tongue of the Polish nobility and intelligentsia so proficiency in it was a hallmark of refinement.


To complete his education, both medical and general, Ossi decided to take the second half of his medical training in Italy, dividing the three remaining years between Florence and Genoa. He qualified in 1939, barely nine months before Italy’s declaration of war and when his native Poland had already been invaded by German and Russian forces. There was nowhere else to go, so he’d stayed in Italy hoping for the best.


In complete contrast to Ossi’s elegance, Dino Fuhrman was ‘all hair’. Even with the closest shave his black stubble was not to be suppressed so that a bluish tinge suffused his sunburnt face. It was quite common for strands of curly hair to creep up from under Dino’s collar. Considering the hairiness of his chest this was not surprising but, in the opinion of some fellow-students, this was deliberate and for the benefit of the girls. Dino was a well-developed athletic specimen, muscular and firm, a sports-addict who loved to give his competitive spirit full rein.


On top of his magnificent physique, nature had also bestowed on him a good brain. He was a clever student as well as an excellent chess and bridge player; this latter skill he shared with Ossi, a bridge expert in his own right. In spite of his hairy masculinity and sharp wit there was a lovable childish streak in him which made him revere the heroes of the Wild West, occasionally adopting the slang of gunmen and cowboys.


Dino was born in Brody; his parents were of Jewish Russo-Polish stock. His father served in the Imperial Austrian army in World War One, was taken prisoner on the Italian front and after several years of confinement came to love his adoptive country. After the war Fuhrman senior decided to stay on and soon became a naturalised Italian. He sent for his wife and 7 year old son to join him in Italy and so young Dino grew up in Genoa. Dino’s father was a shrewd and hardworking man and in spite of the proverb ‘Un Genovese vale sette Ebrei’ – one Genovese is worth seven Jews – he had established a chain of small shops in the thickly-populated neighbourhood of the port. Gradually, when his garment business began to pay, he ventured out into the more up-market districts of Genoa. So his son Dino was never subjected to the humiliating experiences of anti-Semitism to which Jews in central and Eastern Europe were exposed. There was practically no anti-Semitism in Italy before World War Two and Dino grew up uninhibited, self-assured and free, having been deprived of that catalyst of suffering, which so often produces a natural cautiousness of spirit and behaviour.


Unaffected by the constraints of numerus clausus, Dino was able to enter the medical faculty of Genoa University and joyously plunged into the gay, silly initiation rites of the ‘Matricola’ as the freshmen were called. During the ‘Festa della Matricola’ he was up in front among the craziest, noisiest and most daring. Dino was a ‘natural’ in every respect; he took whatever came his way unburdened by inner conflicts, inhibitions or introspection. This gave him an instant charm and charisma.


Dino was in many ways a refreshing and outgoing personality; an extravert able to communicate vitality and optimism in times of crisis or gloom. He and Ossi had been in the same stream at University and had qualified simultaneously.


At the outbreak of war, when the rounding up of foreign Jews began, Dino realised that in spite of his almost complete assimilation and Italian nationality, his fate was nonetheless linked with the rest of Jewry, for better or for worse.


Henry Raupner was born in 1913 in Lvov, Galicia, which at that time was still part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and called Lemberg. His father, Jacob, born in 1865 into a poor Orthodox Jewish family had made his way by hard work, good brains and an extraordinary expertise in precious stones. Although Jacob held his own father David, in loving esteem, he would not follow in his footsteps because Papa Raupner, a tailor, could barely scrape a living, which wasn’t surprising given his other-worldly, impractical disposition.


But his son, Jacob, was not out for Talmudic honours; he could not forget the humiliations and deprivations of his poverty-stricken youth and he vowed he would go hungry no more. By the time he was forty he had a large family, a beautiful home and a thriving jewellery business. Henry’s birth embarrassed his 42 year old mother, but father Jacob beamed with masculine pride as he proudly displayed his 10th child. ‘Many a fine tune is played on an old fiddle,’ he quipped.


Henry was a sturdy and lively baby but soon his peaceful life was to be abruptly unsettled by the outbreak of World War One. The Russian steamroller pushed towards Lemberg and mindful of Cossack atrocities, Jacob took his family to Vienna. In their haste the family packed only bare essentials, leaving their beautiful home and jewellery shop behind. For days the family had to endure the crowded waiting rooms of the Ostbahnhof, before Jacob succeeded in finding a tiny flat in a dismal district of Vienna. The lavish life they had left behind in Galicia was no more than a distant memory.


However, life went on and just before Henry’s third birthday Papa Jacob somehow contrived to get hold of a live chicken, a rare luxury in wartime Vienna. Little Henry was overjoyed. Trapped in the overcrowded flat in Vienna, his knowledge of zoology was limited to cockroaches, bedbugs and flies. A chicken was something out of this world. He insisted his new playmate should sleep in a box by his bedside and made mother Sophia promise that it would stay with him ‘for ever and ever’. For two whole days he played with the chicken to his heart’s delight, but on the morning of his birthday it had vanished. He was heartbroken.


“It must have flown up the chimney,” said Sophia, “and perhaps it will come back one day.” Little Henry sobbed all morning, but his tears eased at the delicious family lunch until his father absentmindedly remarked, “Mmm, fine chicken soup.”


At first he did not grasp the implications of his father’s comment, but his youngest sister Anna who could not control her spite, or her laughter, made clear the fate of the poor bird.


“It’s on your plate, you Dummkopf!”


The 3 year old’s realisation that he had enjoyed eating his pet created a profound and enduring sense of betrayal and disgust.


Henry was the youngest of ten, but only four of his siblings played a major role in his life. Izhio, his eldest brother, was the ‘poet’ of the family. Endowed with a rich vein of imagination and a fluent tongue, his recitals and declamations fascinated little Henry and resulted in a lifelong appreciation of poetry and drama. His second brother, Leon, was of a different mettle. An introvert and a loner, Lonek was a passionate fisherman who, using only the merest of fishing gear, caught fish by the score. He gave his brother a lasting enthusiasm for angling.


Anna played first a negative and later an ambivalent role, for she held a grudge against the late arrival, who had usurped the baby status she had relished for seven years. But Henry’s closest bond was with his brother, Mundek, 12 years his senior.


After the war, when Henry was five, the family made a short-lived return to Lemberg, but soon the persistent political instability and a longing for the cultural and intellectual refinements of the ex-Hapsburg capital, drove them back to Vienna. There then followed a strange pattern, a kind of family neurosis, resulting in periodic shuttling between Lemberg and Vienna. This frequent disruption and changes of language and schools took its toll on young Henry and caused him great stress and mental confusion.


From a sheltered Hebrew kindergarten he went to Polish and then German schools where he made his first acquaintance with anti-Semitism and ridicule. That was when his brother, Mundek, proved worth his weight in gold. Mundek’s own studies had been so disrupted that, unlike his brothers Izhio and Leon, he was unable to matriculate. The continual to and fro of the ‘Fools Brigade’ – as he called his family – had left him a misfit, a deeply displaced person, and he wanted to protect his little brother from a similar unhappy fate. Mundek taught him to swim, to kick a ball around, initiated him into the world of chess and showed him how to care for the pigeons he kept in the loft.


Mundek conveyed his love of nature to young Henry who enjoyed walking beside the Danube with his big brother and visiting the city’s beautiful parks, Schonbrunn, Stadtpark and the Prater. As they walked Mundek would explain things to him and Henry avidly drank in every word. It was easy to learn from a teacher he adored.


When Henry was eleven, the family finally settled in a top-floor apartment in Vienna’s Grosse Schiffgasse, and at Mundek’s suggestion Henry was sent to the Chajes Gymnasium, a Jewish grammar school with Zionist leanings and a reputation for producing high-achievers. He found it a struggle at first, not only because of the rigorous academic standards required but also the school’s focus on character-formation and arts appreciation. It was here that Henry first came to study the history of the Jewish people.


The school was co-educational and there was one particular girl, named Golda, to whom Henry took an immediate liking. She had long blonde plaits, blue eyes and a very sensitive face.


Permanently settled now for the first time in his life, he made friends and familiarised himself with the different districts of Vienna, its theatres, concert halls and opera houses. His adolescent mind expanded gradually for there was hardly a city in Europe in those days to rival Vienna as a source of artistic and intellectual inspiration. The teachings of Freud and Adler were in vogue with far-reaching effects on literature, education and the understanding of man.


As for Mundek, suspended in no man’s land, he was eventually apprenticed to the diamond trade although his heart was not in it. He made heroic efforts to get away from the soul-destroying atmosphere of hard-boiled businessmen by taking singing and piano lessons, studying the theory of chess and exploring biology. An avid reader and deeply interested in the sciences, Mundek continued to influence young Henry, discussing and explaining to him the natural phenomena of the universe. Mundek had become not only his mentor but also his Maecenas, and whatever he suggested was gladly carried out even when it went against the grain. For example he persuaded him to shave his head during the summer holidays “to invigorate the hair roots,” just when Henry was becoming keen to impress girls. “It’s better to shave off your hair when you are young instead of losing it altogether like Papa.”


Meantime a very delicate romance was budding between Henry and Golda, spinning its silken threads around them. It was on a beautiful spring afternoon in March 1930 that Henry, aged 17, his head still in the clouds after saying goodbye to Golda, got home from school. The house porter gave him a strange glance, but as was his custom, Henry ran up the several flights of stairs to their top floor apartment. Anna opened the door. She was as pale as death, her red-rimmed eyes streaming with tears. With a loud sob she threw her arms about Henry. “Mundek is dead! He shot himself!”


Henry’s heart thumped violently as an iron hand seemed to close around it. He tried to steady himself, his legs weak, feeling sick to the stomach. Mundek dead? How could this be? Everybody around him was sobbing, hanging on to each other in grief. He was frozen, unable to cry. He was trying to make sense of what was happening and could not. He wandered around the apartment in a daze unable to comprehend anything he was seeing or hearing.


Why Mundek, at 29, had taken his life, remained a mystery. Theories were explored: disappointment in love, financial worries, but none fitted. The most important single factor was his suspension in mid-air, the feeling that he had lost his way and was drifting aimlessly. Later in life, when Henry became more involved in psychology, he learned that those who commit suicide have usually embarked on a gradual process of self-destruction many years before.


The loss of his adored brother was a trauma from which he would never fully recover. Every member of the family suffered, but none of them owed Mundek a greater debt than Henry. All he was, all he knew, was because of his brother. On the day of Mundek’s death something died in him too. He was no longer an adolescent school boy. It was a miracle that he continued his studies, but he did, like an automaton. Concentration on his books even helped to divert his attention from that constant pain, the endless inquisition within. Could Henry have prevented it? Did Mundek not realise how much he was loved? The only way out of the interminable sadness was to devote himself to his exams; this would be Henry’s lasting gift to his big brother.


Eventually he got through his matriculation and so in 1931 he moved to Genoa, to study medicine. At that time Mussolini welcomed foreign students, Jews and gentiles alike. At Vienna University, even before the Anschluss, anti-Semitism had become unbearably offensive and so Henry had chosen to study on the Italian Liguria coast. His married brother, Izhio, had a medical practice in Alassio; his sisters Helena and Anna, married to Polish doctors, also resided in the region, in Bordighera and Viareggio, so he was surrounded by family and felt at home for several years.


But now that Mussolini had jumped on Hitler’s bandwagon, things were very different. His siblings had left Italy because of the racial laws whereas Henry, made stateless by the Polish authorities, was stranded in Genoa without a passport, caught in the net, unable to leave, unsure of where to call home anymore. Several of his colleagues had already been arrested. Now Henry expected to share their fate.




CHAPTER 2



“ALL ABOARD”: JULY 1940
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So that was it. Passing through the questura gate, suitcase in hand, rucksack on back, Henry was taken into a courtyard where amidst great confusion and noise he was enveloped by the crowd. Some stood in groups while others kept apart. Henry noticed one young man perched on his case and he did the same as there was nobody there he knew. People were still arriving, some carrying hastily improvised bundles, others lugging heavy trunks. Those in groups were families, huddled together around a father, brother or son. They were talking, gesticulating, and embracing one another in tears. As far as Henry could make out, only the men were to be taken away.


He wished he had somebody by his side, but he no longer had any relatives in Italy. The order to report to the questura had come so suddenly, out of the blue, there had been no time even to inform any friends. As he sat on his suitcase he let his gaze wander. That solitary young man, crouching on his luggage, did seem vaguely familiar, but at that distance he couldn’t be sure.


“Appello!” The shriek of an official in uniform reverberated suddenly around the courtyard. “Appello!” he yelled again above the confusion. The roll call began. “Dvorak!” “Here!” “Wolf!” “Here” “Altman!” “Here!” “Gerber!” “Here!”


Henry nodded in recognition. So it was Gerber, Dr Ossi Gerber. No wonder the young man on the suitcase had seemed familiar. The official’s rasping voice called out name after name, but Henry was not interested, although slightly amused by the comically mangled way these foreign names emerged from Italian lips.


“Fuhrman!” the official snapped.


“Here!” came a deep baritone. Henry smiled to himself. So Dino Fuhrman is here too. That makes three doctors. He had not been able to see Dino before, lost as he was behind a wall of parents, well-wishers and friends.


The moment of departure was drawing near. A sudden unrest and agitation pervaded the crowd and then loud sobbing rose above the din. People fell into each other’s arms, children clung to their fathers, women moaned into their handkerchiefs. Henry and Gerber remained seated in the general commotion, but now, made aware of each other’s presence, they exchanged glances and tentative smiles.


“In fila de tre! Three in a row!” yelled the official.


Those to be deported were segregated from the rest and formed into ranks. Ossi Gerber came over to join Henry and at the last moment Dino Fuhrman hastened to complete the trio. “Avanti” thundered the official. They passed through the gates of the questura and, flanked by militiamen, were marched to the waiting lorries, to be carried off to their unknown destination. The presence of the militia and the way they pushed and shoved their load into the lorries was a brutal awakening to the sudden loss of freedom and dignity.


A short journey later they were bundled out at Genoa Principe, the main railway station. The same silly marching manoeuvre was repeated, and like criminals, they were escorted to a train. Theirs was a sealed coach, which looked very forbidding with its iron shutters and special security locks. The three doctors entered the same compartment. Apart from the degrading escort in full view of an astonished crowd, there had been nothing vicious or inhuman in their treatment – so far.


Dino Fuhrman was the first to break the silence.


“Well, well! A sealed coach! Like the one the Germans used for Lenin to hatch the revolution!” He seemed excited, beaming all over his face – it smelled of adventure. Slapping Henry on the shoulder he exclaimed, “Don’t you find it exciting John?”


“My name is Henry!”


“What’s the odds? Everyone is John to me,” said Dino, grinning, as the train pulled away.


Ossi Gerber remained rather quiet and aloof; Henry pensively studied the dim electric bulb, which barely illuminated the compartment. Gradually the tension and strain of the day seemed to ebb. Outside it was a beautiful midsummer’s day and it was such a pity to sit in semi-darkness with the iron blinds down.


Dino’s temperament did not allow him to sit still for long. He got up and tried to open the door of the compartment, but it was locked. So, out of boredom, he opened a small case and began to eat. One could see at a glance that the food was prepared by loving hands; focaccia, fruit and sweets, all nicely wrapped in multi-coloured soft tissue paper. Serviettes were carefully folded, dainty forks and knives, a shining thermos flask, all impeccably arranged and packed, proclaimed the thoughtfulness and care that lay behind their preparation. Mamma Fuhrman idolised her son; she had prepared a picnic with tender foresight.


A militiaman unlocked the door and looked in.


“Come to collect our tickets?” asked Dino jokingly.


He only got a blank look.


“Anybody for the toilet?”


They shook their heads. As the Blackshirted militiaman was about to retrace his steps, Dino had a sudden inspiration. He grabbed the Chianti flask from his case and offered it to the Italian, who accepted a drink. Dino engaged him in conversation, remarking after a while, “It’s very hot in here. Molto caldo. Could you open the window?”


“Prohibito! Forbidden!” replied the Blackshirt dryly.


But Dino was not taking ‘No’ so easily. He knew his Italians.


“But why? We could not escape if we wanted to.”


“It’s not that,” said the Italian with some hesitation, “you are not supposed to look and …”


“To look at what?” Dino interrupted him, “at the tomatoes? I pomodori?”


The militiaman seemed to lose patience.


“Don’t play the fool!”


He did not know whether to be annoyed or amused, but looking into Dino’s friendly eyes and reassured by that impeccable Genoese accent, he relented and pulled up the metallic blind a little way. Then he left the compartment, locking the door behind him.


The crack was only a few inches wide, but what a difference it made when the bright Italian sun began to flood the compartment. Dino sank to his knees to peer through the glass pane, which could not be opened.


“Rapallo!” he exclaimed. They were going south. Taking turns at the space they watched the landscape flitting by: peach trees bending under ripening fruit, vineyards, scattered villas, palm trees, cypresses – a typically bucolic Italian scene.


After a while they grew tired of crouching and sank back into their seats. The sealed compartment was too stuffy and hot to think, which was a blessing, for the less one thought, the better.


“Hey John! Let’s play cards!” Dino suggested suddenly.


“My name is Henry.”


“Never mind. Let’s play.”


Ossi, familiar with Dino’s mannerisms, smiled at Henry’s annoyance. A pack of cards was quickly whipped from Dino’s pocket. Henry was non-plussed; had he not known otherwise, he might have mistaken him for a professional gambler, so dexterously did he shuffle the pack.


This is one of his juvenile exhibitions, Henry thought. They played, but their hearts were not in it. Time seemed to drag and they did not know what to do with themselves. So Dino began to reminisce about his student pranks in the dissecting room and during exams. Gradually, via his exploits at sport, bridge and chess, he came upon his pet topic: his mother, and her culinary prowess. He described in minute detail the borscht and cholent at which she excelled.


Henry also enjoyed a strong bond with his mother. She wasn’t a mean cook either, especially with roast duck and Apfelstrudel and so he joined in the eulogy in praise of Jewish mothers.


As all three continued to extol their mothers’ virtues it dawned on Henry that this had not arisen by chance but came from a deeper craving in their hour of need; a need for nourishment both physical and maternal.


Peering through the narrow slit Henry noticed that the day was drawing to its end. L’heure bleu, he whispered to himself, that fine bluish mist-shrouded sundown, so typical of Italian summer evenings. Scattered lights began to glow. What a pity the window would not budge! How he longed to inhale the fresh evening air!


As they sped through a station, Henry’s eye caught the name and he announced loudly, “Forte dei Marmi!” Neither Dino nor Ossi paid much attention to this name, but it made Henry’s heart beat faster for the next station was Viareggio. Oh! If Mona only knew I am passing so close to her! Henry had spent many glorious hours on its sandy beaches, first with sister Anna and husband Frederico, later with Mona. How he would long for his holidays there after the exhausting cramming for his medical exams!


Dino suddenly got up. “Was that Forte dei Marmi just now?”


Henry nodded.


“Well then we are past La Spezia by now.”


“What of it?” asked Ossi.


“Don’t you see? That Blackshirt said we shouldn’t look. Most likely he meant the naval base of La Spezia.” Then, laughing contemptuously, he added, “They are afraid we might catch sight of the Italian Fleet, the mighty Armada.”


“So what?”


“Well, he might open the shutters and window now at least.”


This said, he started banging on the compartment door. After a while the same militiaman appeared. “What do you want now?” he barked.


“It’s hot and stuffy here. We can hardly breathe! Besides it’s getting dark so one can’t see a damn thing anyway.”


As the militiaman seemed unmoved, Dino quickly changed his tactics. “You know the Geneva Conventions on Prisoners of War? They have to be treated humanely. Now, we are not even prisoners, just civilian internees.”


“You are Jews,” the militiaman observed with a shrug.


Dino ignored this remark.


“It is against all the rules to lock people up in a confined space, especially in such heat, without a breath of air.”


The Blackshirt seemed undecided whether to take Dino’s remarks seriously or just brush them aside. So Dino, sensing the man’s hesitation, continued to press his point.


“Look here, all three of us are doctors and we are telling you it is unhealthy and against the Geneva Conventions!” Then, indicating Ossi, he continued, “See my friend here? He has heart trouble, malattia di cuore, and needs plenty of air!”


Italians are not generally dogmatic; one can usually argue with and appeal to them. Whether it was Dino’s Genoese accent that disarmed him, or the Geneva Conventions bit, was immaterial; he pushed up the metal blind completely and opened the window as well. Having done so, he left the compartment without a word, locking them in.


Dino was triumphant and beat his chest Tarzan fashion. “Ah!” he grunted. “It’s all psychology!”


Amazing how quickly Dino can switch from child to adult and vice versa, thought Henry. All three rushed to stick their heads out of the window. The fragrance in the air was overwhelming; a mixture of salt, oleander and rosemary. From their window only the campagna was visible. The sea lay on their blind side, hidden from view by the shutters in the corridor.


“What a shame we can’t see the sun sinking into the sea,” Ossi said, wistfully.


“Listen to him!” laughed Dino. “Give him a finger and he wants the whole arm!”


When the novelty of the open window had worn off, Dino became bored and restless again. “Let’s have some food. What do the eggheads call it? Oral gratification?” Down came his suitcase. Out came the parcels in their many-coloured wrappings. He began to eat, or rather devour, the savoury delicatessen Mamma Fuhrman had prepared for her beloved son.


Ossi lit himself a cigarette in his urbane manner. First he selected a cigarette from his engraved silver case. Then he tapped the end lightly to level off any roughness, and placing it gently in the corner of his mouth, he lit it adroitly with his pretty silver lighter. Inhaling deeply, he blew the smoke through his nostrils. The coordination of his movements was immaculate, yet neither studied nor affected, like a high priest performing some ceremonial rite.


Henry, sitting next to the open window, enjoyed the sweet evening breeze and closed his eyes. Even though he was tired and drained emotionally after the strenuous events of the day, his mind still worked overtime. How quickly it had all come about! How brutal his awakening from wishful thinking!


Surely, after nine years of unblemished residence in Italy they will leave me in peace? As soon as he’d seen his landlady’s swollen eyes that morning, he’d known his luck had run out.


“A man from the questura left this note for you.” She had passed the note with trembling hand and great trepidation.


The instructions, in German, were terse. He had to present himself on 7th July at the Genoa questura at 11 a.m. “Punktlich.” Punctually. Only one suitcase was permitted. It was not the alien they were after, but the Jew. There was nothing he could do about it. At least he had been spared the humiliation of an arrest. There was so much to do or to be taken care of that he didn’t even attempt to put his affairs in order. All he did was to pack the barest of essentials, leaving the rest of his belongings with his landlady, and the host of undealt with personal affairs to Fate.


The train rattled its way along the coast.


“Sleeping or brooding?” asked Ossi suddenly.


Henry opened his eyes. “Just reviewing the day,” he replied with a deep sigh.


“Why didn’t you leave Italy before?” Ossi asked.


“I couldn’t. I’m stateless. They took my passport. You?”


“I had to finish my studies first. By the time I got my medical degree, Poland was already invaded. I had nowhere to go and very little money. So I stayed put, hoping for the best.”


Both fell silent. Only Dino’s snoring broke the stillness.


“Why does he call me John?” Henry asked all of a sudden.


Ossi smiled. “His mannerism. He still inhabits the world of cowboys and Indians. To him ‘John’ or ‘Bill’ are synonymous with trappers, buffalo hunters.”


“But he can be so sensible at times.”


“I know. That’s where his special charm comes from.” With these words Ossi reclined and closed his eyes.


It was getting dark. Henry tried to sleep, but his brain couldn’t rest. Why had he not bothered to write to anyone, not even Mona, about the gradual change in his circumstances? He had known he was on borrowed time.    On reflection this peculiar apathy had been with him for some time now. But alongside that apathy there had been another sensation, a kind of curiosity and expectation, which gradually began to surface; an inquisitiveness about the sort of experiences life now had in store for him. At this stage of his development Henry did not believe that there existed ‘good’ or ‘bad’ experiences per se; all depended, he thought, on being able to find some meaning, some spiritual essence, from whatever experience came one’s way. And now that he came to consider it, his apathy was not the paralysing kind; it was more like a detachment from things, a disengagement from passionate involvement as preached by Siddhartha Gautama, the Christ of the Far East. Ever since Mundek’s death, and possibly much earlier, he had experienced a relative ease of detachment from objects of love, from friends and possessions too, whenever the need arose.


He must have fallen asleep while contemplating these matters for when he opened his eyes the electric bulb in the compartment was out and both his companions were fast asleep. Dino’s grunting noises filled the air as he ran the gamut of the snoring scale. Ossi’s head, resting on his palm, seemed petrified in pallid immobility, to which the moonlight lent a ghostly appearance. He hardly seemed to breathe at all. Henry watched him closely. Yes, Ossi had a finely chiselled face, delicate yet strong, with an aquiline nose that lent an aristocratic air to his countenance.


The night was still, and only the rhythmic rolling and clanging of the wheels could be heard. Scrutinising the landscape in the moonlit summer night, he tried to identify the location by some prominent characteristics but without success. Aqueducts, pinewoods, occasional castles, more pinewoods; these could be found in most provinces of Italy.


He lit a cigarette as silently as possible so as not to waken the others. This was as good a time as any to go through the balance sheet of his life. He was twenty-seven years old and like historians, who divide time into BC and AD, Henry separated two epochs in his existence: before, and after, Mundek’s death. Many a time he had dwelt on the golden epoch preceding Mundek’s suicide, so he did not feel the need to review it now; but the second period had lasted a decade, and he had seldom felt the need to examine it. Its first years were too painful and nebulous, and later when his life began to revive he’d been too busy living it to bother. Now the time was ripe to take stock of those last ten years.


With Mundek’s death his adolescence had come to an abrupt end. It had taken a very long time for the wound to heal and when it eventually did it left a deep scar. He had grown harder, sterner and too introspective for his age. By the time he graduated from high school he was starting to break through the cocoon of emotional stagnation; when it was decided that he should study in Italy, his heartbeat had at last quickened. Once captivated by the loveliness of the Italian scene, the taste of freedom, the glorious Liguria, the crazy antics of medical students, he gradually came back to life. Back then he was barely eighteen; everything was new – the dazzling Italian sun, the sea azure as picture postcards, the palm trees, the sparkling wines and the ravishing Italian beauties. All this went to his head, like the Chianti and Barbera which were served freely with his meals. He enjoyed the comradeship and fraternity of foreign students, learned to play the guitar and to roll yard-long pasta on his fork. Life was wonderful; he blossomed until there was frequently a roguish sparkle in his eyes as well as in his blood.


The first few months were largely taken up with learning Italian but he had become adept at switching from one language to another; besides he had been a frequent visitor to his older brother Izhio in Alassio. To get the hang of colloquial Italian he chatted with his landlady’s daughter and then with other girls. He seemed to attract them easily, with his well-cut suits, bow ties and ready smile.


A shrill whistle from the locomotive brought him back to the present. Henry looked out of the window. The night was unusually clear and bright and the sky was suffused with a strange pinkish glow yet it was far too soon for sunrise. He resumed the reflections which had been interrupted by the train’s whistle. Yes, those had been wonderful times. After a year or so he spoke fluent Italian, and passed all his exams; the family took pride in his achievements. It all helped to dull the ache of losing Mundek.


Then, about five years ago, he had met Mona in Viareggio. At that time she had been a slip of a girl, barely seventeen. He had taken an immediate liking to her, for although a bit of a dreamer, she was unusually wise and mature for her age. Her parents called her ‘Wise Old China’.


Through her father, a Sicilian artist, Henry had been introduced to Theosophy, to the concepts of Karma and the importance of direct experience over learning. At first he saw Mona only after long intervals, during summer holidays when he stayed with Anna in Viareggio. Gradually they drew closer and he presented Mona to his sister and her good friends the Weismanns, a Jewish couple, both pharmacists, who knew how to enjoy life, introducing Henry to Pisa, Florence and the splendours of Tuscany. As his relationship with Mona grew deeper and more loving they developed a tacit understanding that they were as good as engaged.


As he glanced casually through the window Henry was struck by a reddish hue in the firmament. Even the clouds seemed to be bathed in red. A strange phenomenon, for only the aurora could produce such a colourful display, but now they were still deep in the night. Intrigued by this unusual spectacle he leaned right out of the window, and there it was: Vesuvius in all its majesty and splendour. The famous ‘Penone’, the permanent canopy hovering over the crater, kept the sky above it in darkness but the edges of the black umbrella were fiery as were the heavens surrounding them, a symphony of red, gradually paling outwards to a glory of crimson and fine rosy pink. This was a sight of such singular beauty that he had to wake the others. He shook them by their shoulders and, still drunk with sleep, they stumbled towards the window. The magnificence of this natural wonder sobered them instantly.


“Napoli!” murmured Ossi in awe.


“Nabule!” corrected Dino, using the Neapolitan dialect.


“It is extraordinary!” Ossi muttered to himself.


“And to think we get it all free,” added Dino, who had meantime regained his sobriety and humour. His voice sounded hoarse and dry. He opened his mouth wide in an endless yawn, stretched his arms in all directions and then, pointing at Vesuvius he said “I wouldn’t mind a drop of the Lacrima Christi that grows on yonder slopes. My tonsils feel parched, my tongue is like sandpaper.”


“I’m not surprised your throat is dry,” remarked Henry, “you could have brought down the walls of Jericho with that snore!”


Dino picked up the Chianti flask, up-ended it and shook it.


“Hopeless! Not a drop!”


Automatically he put his hand on the door handle. It was no use. The compartment was locked.


“Going to the restaurant car?” Ossi asked in a sudden excess of hilarity but his eyes still rested on Vesuvius. He was fascinated, unable to tear himself away. “I have been to Naples many times,” he said after a while, “but never have I seen so much fire in the sky.”


“It all depends on the volcano’s mood. He may be more active just now.”


“Well John! As long as he does not erupt over our heads,” remarked Dino, and then yawning at full stretch he muttered, “we’d better get back to sleep and save some energy for tomorrow.”


The train was slowing and came to a halt in Naples. By the time it resumed its journey all three of them were fast asleep. But in his present frame of mind and tired as he was, Henry’s mind would not be lulled into slumber for long and at the next jolt of the train he woke up again. Outside the early dawn played tricks, peopling the rising mist with strange, ghostly mirages and as the day broke, those nebulous wraiths gradually dissolved, as objects regained their outlines and shapes. Rose-fingered Eos was painting everything pink.


Dino began to stir and opened his eyes.


“This blasted throat! I’ve got to have something to moisten it!”


Without hesitation he began banging at the compartment door. There was no response.


“They will still be asleep at this hour,” remarked Ossi.


“So what?” retorted Dino, “let them wake up! They’re supposed to look after us, aren’t they?” And undeterred he went on banging. Eventually a different militiaman appeared. This one was short, olive-skinned with a thin black moustache; a southern type.


“Why are you making this fracasso at this infernal hour?”


“We need some water,” and extracting some coins from his pocket Dino added, “Vino would be even better.”


The smallish man looked searchingly at Dino, shifting his cunning eyes from Dino’s face to his outstretched palm, smiling significantly. Apparently there were not sufficient lire in it, for he stood in silence, motionless. Dino’s hand dived quickly into his pocket, fishing for more coins. The little Blackshirt in his ill-fitting uniform took all the money without uttering a word, turned on his heels and soon reappeared with a half empty bottle in his hand and a sly grin on his face.


“Vino Siciliano di Catania. Buono!”


Dino took the bottle, raised it over his open mouth and poured the wine from above. Then he passed the bottle to his colleagues, who drank likewise.


“Where are we going?” asked Ossi.


The little man in his comic opera outfit shrugged his shoulders and brushed his chin with a sweeping movement of his fingertips.


“Ma, non saccio,” he said in local dialect, “I don’t know.” He eyed the bottle and Dino let him have it. With one mighty gulp he emptied the rest of it, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, spat on the floor, lifted the shutter and glass pane in the corridor and threw the empty bottle out of the window. Then he left, without bothering to lock the compartment.


“African!” exclaimed Dino.


This was the usual derogatory way in which the North Italians referred to their brethren south of Rome. They also accused them of laziness and sponging off the industrious north. Moreover they criticised southern passivity, fatalism, ignorance, lack of manners and even their poverty and slums, which they ascribed to all these shortcomings. Many of them worked for the police as informers, although some allegedly pulled in the opposite direction, being deeply involved with the Mafia and Camorra.


To the unbiased foreigner these southerners made an interesting subject of study. Ethnologically they derived from a vast mixture of races and nationalities, including Greeks, Normans, Arabs, Albanians and Spaniards, beside their Latin ancestry. Psychologically they were the outcome of centuries-long oppression by foreign rulers, local barons, feudalism and their great expanse of barren soil. Their fatalism stemmed largely from their frequent earthquakes and their three volcanos: Etna, Stromboli and Vesuvius. Major catastrophes were a constant threat and so they reacted to this with passive submission, fatalism and extreme adoration of the Madonna, with local saints providing additional insurance.


This militiaman’s neglecting to lock the door could have various explanations, but the most likely was ‘Menefreghismo’, the legendary ‘couldn’t care less’ attitude of southerners. Whatever the motive, the three doctors were grateful for this act of providence. Dino was the first out of the compartment. With his extravert nature and outdoor habits, enforced confinement in the narrow space of a railway compartment must have been very hard to bear. He began to exercise his limbs, bending his knees, throwing his arms about and finally bursting into a brief trot along the corridor. As he did so he became aware that all the other men were still incarcerated in their compartments.


“Hey John!” he called over, “these poor devils have been travelling all the way with their shutters closed. They could have suffocated in that heat.”


“We’d better find that Sicilian and get them out,” said Ossi. They located him in one of the central compartments. He was sitting with his jacket off and his boots resting on the opposite bench. His comrade had taken his boots off and lay barefoot, sprawled on the bench. It was hard to imagine a less martial-looking man of war. The floor in the compartment looked like a garbage bin. Cigarette butts everywhere, mixed with orange peel and pips, grape stalks and spit: a veritable pigsty.


Dino nudged Henry with his elbow.


“Look, Mussolini’s soldiers of the Impero Romano!”


He then knocked at the glass partition and opened the door.


“Per favore, would you unlock the other compartments? The men are suffocating in there.”


Both militiamen stared at him in silence, stolidly, but did not move. It was Ossi’s turn for quick thinking this time. He took his cigarette case out of his pocket, opened it and held it out invitingly. Each of them helped himself to a handful of Macedonias, but that was all. They were in no hurry to oblige. It was clear they wanted more. Ossi’s eyes began to scintillate ominously and to prevent an outburst Henry intervened. One look at their mocking faces and the littered floor convinced him that it was futile to invoke the Geneva Conventions. He fished out a penknife from his pocket, beautifully ornate and inlaid with mother-of-pearl, a cherished birthday gift from long ago. Henry’s eyes fixed tenderly on it for one last moment.


“You can have this penknife, but first open the doors. They need some fresh air, toilet…”


Both made a grab at the penknife.


“You can’t keep that anyway where you’re going,” said the smallish man as he took it without a trace of shame. But soon after, he opened the compartment doors and lifted the shutters and glass panes all round. The narrow corridor, which had been deserted and dark, was flooded with daylight and jostling humanity. Joyful greetings, laments and curses blended into a confusion of sounds. Immediately a frantic queuing for the toilets began.


“Another minute and my bladder would have burst!” shouted a stocky little man with a big moustache under a straw hat. His name was Lubicz.


“Oh! What a relief!” cried another. “I thought I was going to suffocate in that bloody stink-hole in there!” He was a shortish bald man with a rich growth of bristles covering his face.


“Never mind, Mr Wolf,” Scholz, an athletic youth, reassured him. “We have survived worse things.”


One man in the queue compelled attention: an elderly man with a grey beard and side-locks, an orthodox Jew. He was very pale and haggard and seemed to be swaying while waiting for his turn at the toilet. No doubt the long journey in the stuffy compartment had taken its toll on the old man’s endurance.


After the first joyful reaction, one question was uppermost in everyone’s mind: “Where are we going? A village? A prison?”


“What do you expect, you shmocks! The Waldorf Astoria?” retorted Szafran sarcastically. Well! They are still capable of cracking jokes and despite everything, seem in good spirits, thought Henry. Good old Israel, full of resilience and recuperative resources, used to the blows and whims of Fortune. Their irony and ability to laugh at their plight was their strongest weapon.


A loud thundering voice suddenly cut through the racket.


“Appello!”


Out of the far end of the corridor a tall, pompous-looking official, flanked by two carabinieri in their traditional uniform, Napoleonic hats and the rest of the paraphernalia, appeared on the scene. The carabinieri looked so grotesque that Dino could not restrain a chuckle.


“Do you know John, why the carabinieri always come in pairs?”


Henry shook his head.


“Because one can read and the other can write,” replied Dino.


“Appello!”


The voice shrieked again and then the roll call started up with again the comical distortion of their names.


“Altman.”


“Here”, called out a chubby, rosy-cheeked middle-aged man.


“Reimer.”


“Here,” called out a high-pitched voice of unmistakeable German inflexion, belonging to a young man with flaming red hair.


And so it went on, with the pompous official struggling to maintain a semblance of decorum, while his tongue was stumbling over the unfamiliar constellation of consonants and vowels. Had the occasion been less ominous it would certainly have provoked hilarity. As it was, everyone had to strain to catch and recognise his own name. The official’s face grew redder until it became almost scarlet. When his tongue got entangled in the effort to pronounce the name ‘Przebylewski’ Henry turned to look at the bearer of that tongue-twisting name, an insignificant man with a sallow complexion and a blank, faraway expression in his eyes. At long last the roll call was over.


“Preparate le vostre valigie! Get ready!” the voice barked again.


Everybody busied themselves with their suitcases and bundles. The train began to slow down and came to a halt with a jerk.


They had arrived.




CHAPTER 3



DAY 1: CAMERATA 3
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There was a fine red dust drifting everywhere as they stood by the big pile of luggage, perspiring profusely. Some carried umbrellas and raincoats and one or two optimists had a camera slung from their neck, but there seemed to be no official reception. Not a uniform in sight save for the crumpled ones, worn by the watchdogs who had escorted them. Considering the circumstances the morale of the prisoners-to-be was fairly high. It had been a morale booster anyway just to get out of those stuffy sealed carriages into the bright morning sun. Except for one or two black-clad peasant matrons and a slim man in riding gear, complete with hunting crop, there wasn’t a soul about the station (if you could call that God-forsaken halt with a cracked iron bench by that name).


Suddenly a loud, angry bark made them jump.


“Attenzione!”


This unexpected yell came from that lean character in breeches, who now planted himself firmly before them, legs astride, chest and chin out, clutching his whip with both hands.


“Attenzione!” he repeated fortissimo in a distinctively peeved and angry voice because no one had taken the slightest notice of him before. Out to repair this loss of face he shouted again, “Disciplina!” though there was no need to reprimand anybody. Next, up went his arm like a railway signal, with a studied gesture of majesty, worthy of a Roman Emperor. This was too much for Dino who, struggling hard to suppress his laughter, ducked his head murmuring, “Julius Caesar reviewing his cohorts.” Ossi shot him a warning glance.


Hitching that arm a notch higher and doing his best to transfix them all with a piercing stare, he launched into a speech.


“Internees! Internati di guerra! Now listen carefully and get this firmly into your heads! I am the camp commandante, and I can be nice, or, if need be, not so nice. It’s up to you. What I require is Disciplina! Disciplina assoluta!”


To everyone’s relief his budding speech was cut short.


“Signor Commandante,” reported a dusty little soldier, “the transport’s come, sir.”


Looking rather vexed the commandante abandoned his statuesque pose and his speech. Turning on his heels he snapped, “Follow me.”


As everybody dived to retrieve their luggage from the pile, a temporary confusion ensued which quickly subsided at the renewed hysterical shriek of “Disciplina!”


Despite his theatrical performance, the internees had been somewhat frightened by him. They had not far to go to reach the two ramshackle lorries. It was getting hot and the reddish dust, swirled up by so many trampling feet, was settling on their faces and hair, covering them with a sweat-soaked cake of crimson grime.


Dino smiled at Henry.


“You look like a Red Indian, John!”


Henry did not reply. He felt weary and tired. Ossi took in the spectacle with silent dignity, standing erect and cool, as he waited for his turn. Most of them were packed into one lorry, the rest with the luggage, into the other. They sat huddled up together, each hanging on to his own thoughts, fears and hopes. Their morale, which had been almost euphoric on emerging from the train, had sunk considerably since.


The vehicles had tarpaulin covers allowing glimpses of the landscape through the loose back-flaps. Most of it was hilly, stony and barren, but where there was some vegetation it seemed luxuriant, despite the film of dust which covered the plants. Wildflowers were plentiful, especially cornflowers and poppies, but grew only in patches in isolated marshy clearings. The hills and mountains, often reaching considerable heights, were denuded, because of poor planning and ruthless deforestation. They saw no cattle during that journey, only donkeys, mules and goats. Henry was pretty sure they were somewhere far south of Naples, but didn’t know where exactly. Small, primitive tumbledown stone shacks, with gravity-defying roofs, leaned against the sloping hills. They had overtaken several carts drawn by smallish short-legged donkeys, wearing straw hats with ear-perforations, as well as some barefoot women balancing huge earthen jars or amphorae on their heads. Though dust-covered and in shabby attire, they looked very dignified with their upright, gliding walk, almost regal in their classical posture. The daughters of Mycenae, thought Henry.


The vehicles slowed down as the screeching noise of gates turning on their hinges rang out. The lorries came to a halt. They had arrived at their destination and for all they knew at their destiny too. Dismounting, they saw two sentry boxes flanking the gates with guards presenting arms. The heavy gates closed and looking around they soon realised that their destination was a desolate plain, surrounded by a triple row of barbed wire: a concentration camp.


They were ordered to queue in single file in front of an improvised checkpoint where their luggage was to be searched. All their cases and parcels were opened by two regular soldiers who played safe by confiscating all reading matter, books, journals and even dictionaries. This was not really surprising for neither of them looked like a literary expert, so they wouldn’t be risking any subversive material slipping through. Cameras and films were confiscated, as were pocket knives. Wallets, packets, trouser turn-ups and in some cases even shoulder pads, were minutely examined. Except for two incidents it all went smoothly enough and the queue snaked quickly through the checkpoint.


The first commotion occurred over the confiscation of some phylacteries, which a baffled soldier extracted from their velvet pouch with its gold embroidered Star of David. He clearly couldn’t make head or tail of these two black cubes joined together by leather straps. He eyed them with mistrust and then, to be on the safe side, started to put them away, when the bearded Orthodox owner broke into an impassioned torrent of protest in Yiddish, German and Hebrew. He clutched desperately at the velvet pouch, but the soldier snatched it from him with a curse.


“Porca miseria! This bloody bag has to be left here.”


At this point poor Mr Meiersohn, tears in his eyes, began to gesticulate wildly, folding his hands in supplication. The soldier’s face softened at his distress and in this unguarded moment Mr Meiersohn grabbed his phylacteries and began to demonstrate their use. First he placed one cube on the forehead, then he secured the second cube with leather straps to his forearm, pressing it against his heart. Both soldiers looked on in amazement, exchanging puzzled glances.


“What is it? A radio?”


Henry left the queue and approached the soldiers, smiling. “This is no radio. There are sacred writings in the cubes. It’s for praying, like a rosary. Quite harmless.”


Half-baffled, half-amused, the soldiers exchanged looks, shrugged and let the old man keep his most precious earthly possession. His pale, haggard face lit up and turning to Henry, he thanked him from the bottom of his heart.


“May the Lord give you many years of happiness and a long life.”


Strangely enough, the second incident concerned Ossi Gerber, not one usually prone to petty arguments. From his student days in Montpellier, he had several French novels, which he’d brought along, hoping to re-read them at leisure. Although he was annoyed when the soldiers confiscated them he suppressed his anger, realising the soldiers didn’t understand French and might well suspect anti-Fascist propaganda. But when they prepared to confiscate his medical books he really exploded. His habitual pallor was enhanced by the ominous blaze of his dark eyes.


“These are medical books! Libri di medicina!” They would not listen. To prove his point Ossi opened one of the books to show them some medical illustrations. Unfortunately the text book fell open at a page showing the vaginal exploration of a pregnant woman!


“What obscenity! Che porcheria!” exclaimed the soldiers, laughing. Then they said stolidly,


“All books have to be confiscated. Even dirty ones!”


At that Dino and Henry gave up their books without protest.


When the inspection was over, the internees were left standing for a while to take stock of their surroundings. They were in a square close to the main gate containing the administrative section. In each of the four corners stood a majestic tree and so - by a stretch of the imagination - this could be regarded as the “piazza.” A white house, the only solid building, was near the front corner on the left. Next to it, a low green wooden shack, open-fronted like a market stall, was presumably the provision stores. On the right side the piazza was framed by a long wooden barrack, inscribed in bold letters, ‘Polizia del Campo’. The front of the square consisted of barbed wire coils and the heavy gates flanked by sentry boxes. A Nissen-hut type of structure, painted white with a red cross on it, stood at the back of the square: the medical centre. After a fleeting glance, Dino instantly dubbed that square the “Piazza de Ferrari” - the ‘Piccadilly Circus’ of Genoa - and the name stuck.


A tallish young man with greasy black hair and a wispy moustache approached them. He wore civilian clothes, a holster strapped to his hip and a disgruntled expression on his face.


“Follow me!” he called out. The procession of internees, loaded with their belongings, walked past the medical hut into a vast expanse of scorched desolation strewn with heaps of building materials and debris. Cement bags, gravel, sand, wooden planks, ladders, shovels, hammers and nails, were scattered all over. Only a few tufts of grass and thistles grew in this sun-baked stony soil although, inexplicably, the occasional trees grew to astonishing heights.


The site, about twenty acres in all, was situated in the lowest plain of a valley surrounded by barren hills. The first impression was one of dreariness, desolation and oppressive heat. There was nothing at all to gladden the eye.


There were only two wooden barracks, with a third under construction. The young agent entered the second barrack and ushered them in. They were confronted with two long rows of camp beds with a narrow corridor between them. The beds, wooden X-shaped frames of poor quality, supported a rectangular length of coarse canvas held fast with rough nails. The ceiling was formed by rows of triangular rafters, rising from horizontal beams. Rough cast cement covered the floor and the inner walls were just hardboard, distempered white. On each bed lay a pillow case, an empty mattress and a blanket of shoddy grey ticking. The new arrivals were then directed to a shed full of bales of straw and mouldy hay with which to fill their mattresses and pillow cases.


“Is this all we’ll have to sleep on?” asked Wolf, a pocket-sized Polish Jew with a shining bald head, rubbing his bristly chin.


Lubicz, the dapper stocky man with the straw hat, looked at him mockingly. Pulling at his big black moustache he said, “What did you expect, a four-poster bed?”


It was interesting to watch the way each of them stuffed his palliasse. Some went very meticulously about the business, taking a great pride in it. Others took a slovenly approach. Reimer, a German Jew, a ‘yekke’, gave a demonstration of methodical, truly Teutonic thoroughness. He also advised filling the pillows with hay, “because it is softer.”


“It also stinks! Can’t you smell mould, you yekke?” retorted Wolf as he continued to stuff his bag, muttering curses under his breath. “Oh how I wish it was Hitler sleeping on this bloody mess and getting his arse pricked!” he grumbled.


Dino seemed to be in good spirits, as if the whole thing was still one big joke. Ossi seemed annoyed and despondent as he looked down his nose. As for Henry, well he had never been much use with his hands and impatiently stuffed his mattress in a half-hearted, careless manner. Carrying the palliasses and pillows on their heads, they returned to their barrack, or “camerata” as the agent referred to it. The doctors were allowed to occupy three adjoining beds in camerata 3.


Dino unpacked his food parcel again and began to munch a sandwich. No one had had a bite since their arrival, but Tommasini, the agent, said there was no time for eating as the commandante wanted them back in the piazza. Back there, they were kept hanging about until such time as the same commandante thought fit to make his appearance. Then he started off again.


“Internati di guerra! This is the concentration camp of Ferramonti, in Calabria. We Italians with our glorious past and heritage are no barbarians! But we shall expect of you obedience, order and discipline. Disciplina! The State will be paying each of you five lire a day. This is not much, but I am sure you must have money of your own!”


There was a muffled murmur of protest, which the camp commandante soon quelled by raising his arm. “Now, this war is not going to last long. Our glorious troops under the enlightened leadership of Il Duce, and in brotherhood with the Führer’s armies, have already brought about the collapse of France. Our bombers together with the Luftwaffe are hammering London day and night. So Perfida Albione must surrender soon! Therefore your stay here will not be very long, but while you are here under my command you will behave yourselves!”


He rubbed his hands together, clearly very pleased with himself. Obviously one who liked to hear his own voice, he continued, “We will provide your cooking utensils, but the cost of these will be deducted from your daily allowance, one lira a day from each of you. So it will take about a month before your debt will be paid.”


He paused, probably because he anticipated some objections, but since no one protested he went on again. “You will appoint a cook from your men and a spokesman, a Capo Camerata, who will be responsible for your conduct. There will be three roll calls each day, at 8 a.m., 12 noon and 8 p.m. at which you must all be present in your camerata. This area is malaria-infested and you will be provided with Quinine and Atebrin. You will not try to leave the camp, or else be prepared to take the consequences. You may write letters once a week. Twelve lines, no more! The letters will be handed over unsealed for censoring. No weapons, radio or cameras are permitted. Except for special reasons you are not to come over here to the administrative area. But you may visit the provision stores when necessary. Any transgression of rules will be severely punished. Viva Il Duce!”


As the speech ended, the internees looked at each other in dismay. How on earth were they going to exist on five lire a day? In those days when the official exchange rate for the British pound was 80 lire, five lire amounted barely to a 16th of a pound. True, most internees did have some money, but how long would it last? Besides, several of the refugees from Austria, Germany and Poland had arrived in Italy penniless, thankful to have got out in one piece.


One lonely man was racking his brain about problems of a different kind: how would he get kosher food? It was useless to discuss it with the others. Mr Meiersohn knew they would not understand and would mock him as well. There was only one thing he could do: pray and leave the rest to God. The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, who had led his children out of Egyptian slavery, and who had delivered him from Hitler’s clutches, would never abandon his faithful servant in his hour of need. This belief comforted him while others turned their thoughts to more earthly matters.


Most internees had gone back to their camerata but Henry stayed behind.


“Signor Tommasini, may I see the commandante?”


“What for?”


“I’d like to ask him a favour.”


“A favour? Cavaliere Rizzi isn’t keen on favours.”


“It’s a simple matter. Will you help me please?”


Tommasini did not particularly like these internee Jews and had no wish to put himself out for them; but Henry spoke good Italian and seemed una persona per bene, a gentleman. So he went into the white house and emerged soon after, nodding approval. Cavaliere Rizzi received him on the doorstep.


“What do you want?”


“It’s about the books, Cavaliere.”


“What books?”


“Our books that were confiscated.”


Rizzi seemed puzzled; most likely the soldiers had just acted on their own initiative.


“Entrate! Come in!” The tone was not unfriendly. Henry followed him into his study. He was still wearing his breeches and an open-necked shirt, which Henry considered a not unfavourable augury of the man’s character. At least he had not sought to impress with a uniform. True he had acted the paper tiger, but his vanity had been ruffled at the station.


Commandante Rizzi sat down at his desk, crossed his legs and leaned back in his swivel chair.


“What sort of books are they?”


“Novels and medical books.”


“Novels and medical books?” he repeated. “What sort of novels?”


“Only novels of literary value. Nothing political, I assure you.”


Signor Rizzi seemed to be turning something over in his mind.


“And why so keen to have them?”


“To keep our minds occupied. Books will help pass the time and keep us in good spirits.”


The commandante smiled ironically. “I’m not so sure we want you in good spirits exactly. Besides who said you won’t have to work? Surely you’ve heard of forced labour.”


Henry retorted without hesitation “The Italians would never do such a thing. I have lived long enough here to know the Italian people.”


Signor Rizzi laughed. “I would not be so sure. After all we are at war.”


Most likely he had perceived that Henry’s last remark was genuine, for he pointed to a chair inviting Henry, who had been standing awkwardly, to sit down. In fact Henry did like the Italians, especially the working classes and peasants, whom he had always found kind-hearted and compassionate. The camp commandante stared at Henry.


“What do you do? I mean your work or profession.”


“I am a doctor, un dottore in medicina.”


“Then why have you not left Italy in time?”


“I could not. My passport was taken from me.”


At this point the commandante’s eyes narrowed as he examined Henry closely. “Taken from you? What had you done?”


“Nothing at all,” replied Henry. “The Polish authorities did the same to many thousands of Jews living in Austria to prevent their return to their native land, after the annexation of Austria. They deprived them of both nationality and passport. My parents and I lived in Vienna.”


Signor Rizzi remained silent for a while, weighing Henry’s words.


“And how did you come to be in Italy in the first place?” he asked eventually.


“Mussolini invited foreign students. There was no anti-Semitism in Italy then!”


“But you say your parents lived in Vienna. Surely Vienna has a famous medical faculty?”


Henry smiled. “The medical standard was high enough, but anti-Semitism at Vienna University was even higher, even before Hitler’s Anschluss. Besides, part of my family lived in Italy, until recently.”


The commandante took his time weighing up Henry’s story. Then he suddenly arose. “All right then, va bene. I will sort out these books.”


The audience was over. Henry thanked him and was about to leave when he was recalled.


“Your name?”


Henry gave it and wrote it down for him.


“Well dottore, you’d better be the spokesman, the Capo Camerata.”


Leaving, Henry felt pleased. The interview had gone better than he’d expected. Apparently Signor Rizzi’s bark was much worse than his bite. He hurried back with the good news about the books; but when he mentioned, somewhat apprehensively, his appointment as capo camerata, he noticed a flicker across Dino’s face. But it was gone directly.


“So he’s made you the boss has he?” said Dino, slapping him on the shoulder. “Good luck John.”


It was very hot, so most of them had changed into shorts and sandals. Henry followed suit and felt more comfortable in that oppressive heat. Mr Altman, the middle-aged man with the friendly chubby face and respectable paunch, was unable to get into his shorts; they were too tight.


“Hey, Mr Altman! Don’t worry about your damned shorts. Wait till next week. I bet you’ll have lost your paunch by then!”


Henry had a fleeting sensation of unease, for despite Dino’s display of good sportsmanship, he felt that he had begrudged him an appointment he had never sought. But he dismissed the intuition, hoping that he was mistaken.


“Shall we have a stroll round the camp, capo?” Dino asked.


Henry nodded and Ossi was also willing to explore the place.


“Have you seen the latrines yet?” exclaimed somebody. “You must!”


As the three doctors went out of the back door of the camerata, they were pleasantly surprised to find a huge tree nearby. It was a beautiful specimen; a mighty oak, spreading its branches over a wooden bench.


“This is great!” said Dino, “Fine for bridge or chess!” At once he hoisted himself up by one of the lower branches, doing a Tarzan act, swinging from branch to branch, and performing acrobatics with great skill. Impersonating a gorilla, he bared his teeth, grunting and chest-beating until tired of these antics. He was about to lower himself, when something caught his eye.


“I can see them from here!”


“See what?” asked Ossi.


“The latrines! Right over there.”


They went straight across to inspect them. There were two pits about six feet deep, crossed by a wooden plank from which to defecate. The bottoms of both pits were covered with human excrement, topped by a moving slime of maggots. Swarms of bluebottles hovered above this repulsive cloaca left by the men building the camp. Henry felt his stomach heaving with the sudden urge to vomit. By some strange association of ideas he recalled Vesuvius, its skies a Symphony in Red. Turning away from these nauseating heaps of shit he murmured to himself: Cacophony in Brown.


On Ossi’s face there was an expression of horror and disgust. “This is dreadful…inviting an epidemic of dysentery or typhoid!”


Dino’s healthy, life-asserting attitude soon prevailed even over this dismal spectacle.


“Let’s go and get some vino!”


With his parents in Genoa, free to pursue their business, for him money was no problem. This was not so for Ossi and Henry. However, on this first day in the concentration camp, they were inclined to throw caution to the wind.


“The question is,” said Ossi, “where do we get it?”


The camp stores were the most likely place, but they had been told not to visit the piazza, unless there were special reasons.


“But we have special reasons: vino!” objected Dino.


There was no one to be seen in the stores at that hour so Dino began to bang his fist against the door. “Anyone here?” he called out.


From the shadows amongst the vats and sacks emerged a skinny man, completely bald: that was how they first met Giuseppe.


Even though the light was fading they were struck by the dreadful state of Giuseppe’s teeth. Some were eroded or decayed, some purulent and the rest just missing.


“A mouth like a sewer,” whispered Dino, “he’d do to kill all those flies in the latrines.” Aloud he said “We want some vino!”


“No bottled wine here, niente bottiglie! Only big casks.”


But while saying this, he must have had second thoughts. “Wait a moment,” he called out and then, scanning the horizon nervously for any observers, he took an empty bottle, tipped a big vat over a funnel and filled it with wine. “Ten lire” he demanded.


It was an exorbitant price. The money would go into his own pocket clearly, but they were glad to pay it. It was also good to learn that things could be had for a price here. They felt pleased with themselves and even though the piazza was out of bounds, they sat down in a corner under a tree and passed the bottle round. The wine, of humble local origin, had a nice bouquet and was pleasant to the palate. On their empty stomachs it went straight to their heads. Their mood was elevated, most likely the result of strained nerves. The sun was setting and the bluish twilight made their surroundings appear less harsh. Their heads swam lightly as they stretched themselves out under the tree. Alcohol had certainly helped to soften the rough edges of their world. Now that the sun had set, the heat was less oppressive, so they could even feel reconciled to the idea of spending some time in this place. They must have fallen asleep, exhausted as they were, for suddenly they came to, awakened by loud voices and torches shining into their eyes.


“You must be mad! All three of you! Do you want to miss the roll call on the very first night?”


“Stop shouting,” hissed Dino, who was first down to earth. “Let’s run for it.”


Apart from the twinkling above it was pitch dark. But on arriving at their camerata, it was even darker, for there were no stars to brighten the blackness.


“We will have to do something about this!” protested red-haired Reimer in his high-pitched voice.


“Certainly! We’ll send a delegation to Mussolini, you yekkisher shmock,” retorted Wolf mockingly.


Luckily this exchange of niceties could not degenerate into a quarrel because a loud yell of “Appello” brought them to their senses.


“Ai vostri posti! To your posts!” A torchlight shone into their faces. There followed the usual distortion of their names, raising a chuckle from the internees, emboldened as they were by the protective darkness.


After the agent had gone, they went to bed in spite of the early hour. All felt exhausted; besides what else was there to do in the dark?


“I’m going to water that tree,” said Schindler, a pleasant middle-aged Jew from Silesia.


“Then I am going for a shit,” said Szafran.


“Be careful you don’t land in the shit-pit yourself!”


This set off a chorus of silly giggling in the darkness. The merriment became contagious. Almost everyone in the camerata laughed or chuckled gaily. From this frivolous refrain, they might have been mistaken for a group of day trippers, not inmates of a concentration camp.


A strange people, the Jews, reflected Henry. Where do they get this resilience from, this contempt for the hardships of life?


Though most of them were sleepy when they flopped onto their beds, it now appeared that the chattering few would keep the majority awake for some time.


“If you appoint me as your cook,” called out Lubicz across the darkened room, “you’ll have an expert chef.”


Immediately burly little Wolf interrupted. “Why you? You don’t even know what a decent meal tastes like. You shnorrer!”


Lubicz retorted indignantly, “I used to be a cook in the army, you shmock!”


“In what army?” called out Reimer derisorily in his strident voice, “The Polish army?”


“Shut up, yekke! Kraut!” yelled Lubicz furiously. “What do you understand about cooking?”


“More than you! I trained for hotel management in Frankfurt.”


“Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” broke in Mr Altman’s soothing baritone. “Please let us get to sleep. You can continue your arguments tomorrow.”


Others joined in protesting: “Quiet! Shut your gobs!” but they were ignored. Lubicz renewed his attack.


“Never mind that Kraut! Just let me take over. I’ll prepare such pasta Bolognese, such cutlets alla Milanese …”


“What is this rubbish about Bolognese and Milanese?” interrupted Henry angrily, losing all patience. “All on five lire a day?”


This remark had the sobering effect of a cold shower and all was still for a time. In his naïvety, Henry could not see why anyone should fight over the doubtful privilege of extra work. Obviously he had forgotten the adage that cooks never go hungry, a consideration not to be despised in a concentration camp.


All was quiet in the camerata, when suddenly someone exclaimed, “Oh! This bloody mattress! It’s driving me mad.”


There was a penetrating yell - more of a roar - and it came from Ossi.


“For God’s sake will you all shut up?”


Henry smiled in the dark. Ossi, it seemed, could be incisively authoritative if he wanted to. As was his habit, Henry had saved a last cigarette for the night. This ritual had got him into endless trouble with his mother and landladies, who all feared he’d drop off and set the place on fire. Cupping his hand over the lighted match, so as not to disturb the others, he saw Ossi to his right, all curled up, his blanket drawn halfway over his face.


Henry folded his arms under his head, to avoid the unpleasant contact with his pillow. His mattress, only half-filled, was uncomfortable. He inhaled deeply and felt a slight dizziness in his head. His stomach was rumbling. Strange, no one had offered them any food from the time of their arrival. Snores and sighs around. Some people had already fallen asleep. What is it like in Genoa just now, he wondered? The snoring increased and there was an occasional breaking of wind. Oh what I’d give to be in a room of my own, he thought. Mona had no idea what had befallen him. He had not written to her, nor to anyone else. Staring into the blackness, suddenly the obscenely repulsive image of the pit crawling with insects and maggots pushed its way in front of his inner eye. He could see it clearly. A cacophony in brown, he murmured. Soon after, he fell asleep.
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