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AUTHOR’S NOTE



This is a work of nonfiction based on extensive interviews, oral testimonies, documents, and published and unpublished memoirs. As part of that research, I had the opportunity to interview David Wisnia several times beginning in 2018 and up until shortly before his death in 2021. Unfortunately, by the time I discovered her story, Helen “Zippi” Tichauer had already passed away. She left behind dozens of testimonies and one recently discovered manuscript of a memoir (see Notes on Sources). In these formal interviews and in her writings, Zippi never acknowledged her relationship with David, although she did speak about it with confidants on occasion. For this reason, most of the descriptions of Zippi and David’s interactions within these pages are based primarily on my conversations with David. The endnotes will provide context about sourcing. Wherever they appear, words between quotation marks are direct quotations.
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They first saw each other at the Sauna, surrounded by piles of clothing. The air was thick and hot; they were in one of the few places that provided warmth during the unforgiving Polish winter. Here, workers submerged garments in steam kettles and watched smoke rise outside a window. Here, surrounded by worn, soiled rags, a boy and a girl met.


He was seventeen, with a clean-shaven head and a round face. Despite it all, he was relatively well fed. His striped uniform was neat and tailored—clean. Perhaps this was part of his allure: he stood out. In a world of stripes, you weren’t supposed to stand out. You had to live by the rules, blend like shadows on the verge of disappearing.


Sometimes at night he was summoned out of his wooden bunk to sing. His tenor was beautiful, operatic. It had once earned him an audience in his hometown. Here, he remained a soloist, still a star of sorts.


When she showed up, he could almost forget where he was. The sight of her gave him something to look forward to. At four feet and eleven inches, she was petite but sturdy, her legs muscular, her face wide and angled, framed by thick chestnut hair that was still growing in. From a distance, she seemed unassuming, easy to ignore. Up close, she was anything but. Her deep-set eyes—brown, like his—were sharp and alert, but she had an easy smile. She moved with a self-assurance that was rare in their milieu.


His eyes on her, he felt a flutter.


A girl was looking at him.


Her glance lingered. He was sure of it.


In here, it was easy to forget that his old world still existed, a world of possibilities, promises—of desire.


When he saw her, he remembered.


She wasn’t supposed to be there, in the all-male part of the grounds. Yet she’d made a habit of getting herself into places where she shouldn’t be.


She was twenty-five years old and she knew what she wanted. She’d been like this as a young girl and hadn’t changed in all the years since. If anything, her tenacity had only grown.


It wasn’t that she believed in taking unnecessary risks. In a world of chaos, she craved structure and order, logic and reason. But this place had a way of making you do what you least expected. It had a way of making life-threatening risks seem reasonable. Perhaps because here, nothing was reasonable.


She had her escape—her art—and yet she was alone. The boy across the room had a pleasant face. He seemed sweet, eager. Something about him made her want to come back, made her reckless.


It was wintertime in Birkenau, the largest and deadliest camp in Auschwitz.













PART I


OVERTURE













CHAPTER ONE



“Small Stuff”


Rosa Spitzer was due to give birth in the throes of a revolution.


It was early October of 1918, and the normally quiet streets outside her Pressburg apartment were electric: throngs of Slovakian soldiers were returning home from war. Bitter winds tousled the city’s oak trees and weeping birches, the frigid fall air foreboding a harsh winter ahead.


Dark-haired Rosa had little choice but to stay inside, and not just because of the weather. As the Great War came to an end, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was coming undone, and some Slovak soldiers who’d long resented life under the Hungarian thumb streamed back into Pressburg with a wrath that had been pent up for generations. At the cobblestoned city center, they looted shops and restaurants. Rioters accused the Austro-Hungarian Empire of tyranny and oppression, and they stormed into military prisons to free inmates, mostly common criminals, to join in their fight for the city.


Rosa’s twenty-first birthday came and went, her due date imminent. Outside her window, tensions mounted. Slovak nationalists were not the only ones interested in an independent state. Ethnic Germans, who’d long been a minority in the region, were already dreaming of a “national rebirth.”


Across Europe, antisemites blamed their misfortunes on the Jews, longtime scapegoats for losses and suffering. Some Slovak veterans chanted “Down with the Jews!” and accused their Jewish neighbors of being agents provocateurs, spies and agitators for the Magyars, ethnic Hungarians. They set fire to Jewish shops and businesses across town. Meanwhile, many Magyars blamed Jews for military defeat and still others accused Jews of wartime profiteering. Rosa, her husband, Vojtech, and their unborn child were among those whose deaths were being called for out in the streets.


On November 10, Rosa finally gave birth to a daughter, Helen Zipora. Her family would call her Hilanka, but in time she came to prefer an abbreviation of Zipora, which translates to “bird” in Hebrew. Zippi, pronounced “tsippi,” evoked motion—a name well-suiting for a world whose contours were beginning to blur.


When Zippi was three months old, Czechoslovak troops, volunteer forces who’d fought in the Great War and were determined to form a united state, arrived in Pressburg armed with machine guns and bayonets. They took aim at a crowd made up of German and Magyar social democrats who opposed the new nation. Seven rioters died.


Then came the reprieve.


By Zippi’s first birthday, Pressburg no longer existed. The city was now called Bratislava, part of a new, independent state known as Czechoslovakia. The Germans and Magyars remained minorities, each nationalist aspiration an ember that smoldered just beneath the city’s surface. The Slovak People’s Party, yearning for Slovak autonomy, remained influential. For now, the Jews of Bratislava lived in peace.


Among the most significant ramifications of the new constitution was that Czech became the official language of the land. Before, residents had spoken Slovak and German. Zippi continued speaking German, her mother tongue, at home, but was also fluent in Hungarian and Slovak, and studied French and Hebrew in school.


To Zippi, childhood was idyllic. On sultry summer days she basked in the sun on the banks of the Danube and learned to swim in the waters of a hundred-foot-long river pool by a natural gravel beach. In cooler months, she hiked along the trails of the Low Tatras Mountains and enjoyed boat rides beneath the Bratislava Castle.


Zippi’s middle-class family was small compared to their neighbors’, many of whose broods grew to five or six children. Besides her parents, Zippi only had her brother, Sam. Almost four years younger, he was born feisty, with his father’s widow’s peak and wide, curious eyes.


Their family might’ve grown, but when Zippi was six years old and Sam was three, Rosa fell ill. The Spitzers went on holiday to a resort town two hours north of Bratislava where natural springs were believed to treat rheumatic afflictions—a broad category that, at this point, Rosa’s sickness seemed to fall into. Wearing a bathing suit, her dark hair pulled into two tight buns on the sides of her head, Zippi sat on a sand bank and squinted at a camera. She was slight and delicate, her smile tentative—almost a grimace, as though she had an inkling of tragedies to come.


When tuberculosis hits, initial symptoms may be subtle. Victims may suffer from chills and exhaustion. Sometimes they experience body aches. It is only once they spit up blood that their ailment becomes all too clear. Often, they’re confined to bed, unable to perform the smallest of tasks, taxed by the effort of taking a few steps across a small room.


The Spitzers had few options at their disposal. Antibiotics weren’t yet viable. Sanitariums, however, had been popping up in the remote lands of Eastern Europe, fashionable hubs to institutionalize the sick and ease their pain.


So it was that twenty-eight-year-old Rosa went to a specialized sanitarium tucked in a pocket of the picturesque High Tatras mountain range. There, Rosa would enjoy crisp air and a nutritious diet. But more importantly, this environment would keep her illness from spreading any further before it consumed its host.


Rosa’s illness sent her family into a tailspin. Vojtech was too bereft to take care of himself, much less his two children. Sam was too young to understand the repercussions of his mother’s departure. Still, it was impossible for him not to feel that something monumental had been taken from him, that his life would be forever changed. Zippi, now a precocious six-year-old, was alone in what must have been a bewildering, frightening moment. Not only was her mother gone, but her father was struggling.


This being Czechoslovakia in the 1920s, however, it was common for sprawling extended families to live nearby and to help pick up the pieces when disaster struck. So it was that Zippi’s nuclear family splintered: Zippi moved in with her maternal grandparents, down the hall from her father’s apartment. Three-year-old Sam was sent to live with his paternal grandparents in another building. And just like that, Zippi and Sam’s little family was scattered, like ashes across the face of a river.


In 1927, after more than a year away from home, Rosa succumbed to tuberculosis. Zippi’s grandmother, Julia Nichtburger, tried to fill the void as best she could. Small and unassuming, Julia was a hard worker with thin lips and hollowed-out cheeks. She decided, while still mourning the death of her eldest daughter, that she would now dedicate herself to the care of her granddaughter. Julia’s husband, Zippi’s grandfather Lipot Nichtburger, a stern-eyed, unsmiling local antiques dealer, left the child-rearing to Julia. The couple was used to having their hands and home full, but by the time Rosa died, seven of their children had gone off to start families of their own, leaving behind a near-empty nest.


One son remained, Julia and Lipot’s youngest, Leo. Nearly ten years Zippi’s senior, her uncle would play the role of her charming surrogate brother. At eighteen, Leo had a wide network of friends and hobbies. Yet he also had plans for the future, plans that kept him busy and that would eventually take him far away from Bratislava and his young, half-orphaned niece—who by the age of eight was learning to get used to loneliness.


At thirty-five, Zippi’s father, Vojtech, was a widower—and this would not do. Within a year of Rosa’s death, Julia Nichtburger had a talk with her grieving son-in-law. It was time to move on with his life, she said, time to find a nice woman and remarry. He wasn’t getting any younger, and he certainly wasn’t doing himself or his children any favors by being alone. Julia had lived long enough to know the importance of being practical.


Vojtech took his mother-in-law’s words to heart. A high-end tailor with protruding ears, he wore his hair slicked back and his dark mustache carefully trimmed. Within two years of Rosa’s death, Vojtech had remarried. By 1929, the couple welcomed a son; four years later they would welcome another.


The family shuffled once more. Sam, now almost seven years old, joined his father’s new family. The adults agreed that ten-year-old Zippi would remain with Julia and Lipot. Zippi, her father, and Sam were under the same roof again but now in apartments down the hall from each other. Their relationship would never be the same. While Sam felt like the odd one out with his two baby half-brothers, Zippi endured the pain of abandonment in private.


The best remedy, the siblings came to find, was to keep themselves busy.


Each week, the Nichtburgers gathered in Julia’s living room to enjoy private concerts, through Hausmusik, a tradition of German origin that was popular among western European intellectual families. A string quartet performed operettas, one uncle played the mandola, another played a mandolin, and a neighbor played the guitar. The compositions they performed ranged from the work of Austro-Hungarian Franz Léhar to that of the Hungarian maestro Emmerich Kálmán.


Zippi wanted to join them. She played the piano, but it was the mandolin that dazzled her. Uncle Leo suggested she take it up. From the moment she stroked its strings, Zippi was enamored. The mandolin was compact and perfect for a petite player’s fingers to strum, easy to lug around, and it produced an elegant, sweet sound with surprising power. Uncle Leo introduced Zippi to his Italian tutor, and Zippi, ever the perfectionist, threw herself into practice. Within months, her tutor had invited Zippi to join his mandolin orchestra as the lone child among adults. The popular overture to Orpheus in the Underworld, by Jacques Offenbach, a composition of sophisticated arrangements and subtle solos that build up to the playful, galloping cancan, was a favorite. The ensemble was featured on the local radio station, performing around town and in nearby cities.


In the wintertime, the temperature dipped to 30 degrees Fahrenheit and a white swarm descended from dark skies, blanketing the city in snow. As the Jewish community paraded the streets in masquerades to celebrate Purim, Uncle Leo and Zippi stepped out with their mandolins, on a mission. They knocked on friends’ doors and played Jewish songs—music that the mandolin orchestra would never play. They brought along a blue box, a familiar sight among Zionist Jews, to collect donations for purchasing land in Palestine. By the time they returned home, the box was full.


This is not to say that Zippi or her family were particularly devout Jews. They had grown up on Zámocká Street, near Bratislava’s main square, and not far from the Danube River. Had they wanted to worship, the Zámocká Street Synagogue, a Moorish temple from the nineteenth century, was only a few steps down the road. But neither Sam nor Zippi cared to attend services if they could help it. Zippi dropped in once a year to say the kaddish, the mourner’s prayer, for her mother; Sam opted to spend his weekends playing soccer.


While the family wasn’t observant, they were Zionists. Uncle Leo was a devoted member of Hashomer Hatzair, “Young Watchman,” a Zionist organization with some seventy thousand members in Europe, North and South America, and Palestine. The group had taken root in Poland in the wake of World War I, when many young, secular Jews ran into professional, educational, and social barriers while attempting to assimilate to Polish life. It rose to prominence following a wave of more than a thousand pogroms—violent massacres targeted at specific racial or religious groups—during the Ukrainian-Polish civil war of 1918 and 1919, which killed over one hundred thousand Jews and created six hundred thousand Jewish refugees.


Uncle Leo introduced Zippi and Sam to the group, whose mission had evolved to prepare its members to go to Palestine. But neither sibling cared for the dogmatic lectures; neither aspired to become a Zionist leader. Zippi and Sam were in it for the wildlife excursions, for the fun: members hiked, played sports, and communed in nature.


To Zippi, life was good. While she missed her mother and often felt like a child among adults, she saw no conflict, felt no hostility, and knew no restrictions. For the time being, she was safe and free.


As a teenager, Zippi dreamed of being a botanist. She loved nature and had an analytical mind. Julia impressed on Zippi that she could do anything that she wanted. Under its constitution, the new Czechoslovakia gave women more political, social, and cultural equality. Importantly, this included better access to education. Julia hoped Zippi would benefit from freedoms that the older generation never had.


The best place to study botany was Moravia, where some three million Sudeten Germans—ethnic Germans who lived in the region along the border of northern Czechoslovakia—made up the majority of the population. They had long dreamed of a nationalist state and when Hitler became chancellor, in 1933, when Zippi was fourteen years old, these Sudeten Germans eagerly embraced National Socialism and the antisemitic tropes that the party evangelized. Hitler’s radical far-right Nazi Party platform made German citizenship and involvement with the press off-limits to Jews; Jewish shops in Germany were to be boycotted nationally, and Jews were excluded from German universities.


So studying botany in Moravia was a nonstarter for Zippi, and all the talk of new freedoms was not so realistic after all. Instead, Julia prepared her granddaughter for marriage. Zippi gamely mastered how to sew a button, how to cook, how to clean. But she never was one to stop at the basics. She also taught herself detailed embroidery, drawing, and painting.


Then one day it hit her: her calling. Zippi was walking by the storefront window of an atelier when she saw a woman designing advertising signs. Intrigued, Zippi stopped, went inside, and asked for the owner. She wanted to know more about what the woman was doing. The atelier, she learned, produced ads for movie theaters, banks, exhibitions, and commercial fairs. Its employees made glass letterings and designed signs. Now this was exciting. Zippi was good with her hands and enjoyed the arts. She’d found her career.


Not one to waste time, Zippi informed the owner that she would become his apprentice. She would work hard—she’d study the tools, the color combinations, the intricacies of design and pattern, and she’d ace the required exams. He had nothing to lose. But the man declined. Graphic design wasn’t for women, he said. The woman at the front window was his wife; he had no other female employees.


Zippi wasn’t interested in employee demographics; she wanted to learn graphic design. She pushed.


Worn down, the shop owner told Zippi that if she passed her exams, he’d take her on as his apprentice.


And so, at fourteen, Zippi gave up the mandolin orchestra. Instead, she focused on her studies and took on a variety of apprenticeships, working with a woman’s tailor and for the local fashion atelier, where she painted ads and posters. As a Jewish woman, she had two strikes against her, but Zippi knew her worth. She demanded—and apparently was paid—wages equal to those of her male colleagues. With her paycheck, Zippi indulged herself in a shoe collection and tailored coats. She understood the power of presentation and dressed herself well. She was determined to succeed in her newfound career.


Bratislava, one of Czechoslovakia’s largest cities, was brimming with possibilities. Families in nearby smaller agrarian villages sent their children to Bratislava to embark on careers ranging from barbers to kindergarten teachers to doctors. On Friday nights, Zippi anticipated dinners with out-of-town students who’d join in the family meal. She craved the engaging discussions, particularly with medical students from abroad. While most Bratislava Jews earned their living from business and finance, Zippi was drawn to the intellectuals and artists.


Zippi herself, after spending three years at a public high school for girls, continued her studies in an advanced class of a coeducational institution, and went on to become the only female student in Bratislava’s sole graphic arts school. She learned intricate lettering for signs and how to create art with glass. She studied the nuances of using design to convey messages. She committed herself to learning her craft and went on to graduate at the top of her class.


Between her studies, her professional work, and Hashomer Hatzair’s increasingly busy calendar, Zippi had little downtime. Zippi didn’t care for Hashomer Hatzair’s organized lectures on the revolutionaries Lenin and Marx, and while she appreciated lessons on the practical aspects of being scouts—from how to live in communal environments to how to cultivate land in a semi-arid, desert environment—the group’s increasingly fervent socialist agenda didn’t sit well with her. Ultimately, its goal was to send members to Palestine, to work in a kibbutz and harvest land. And indeed, in 1933, Uncle Leo took off for Palestine to work on an orange plantation. Neither Zippi nor Sam had any intention of joining him. Their home, they thought, was in Czechoslovakia.


Hashomer Hatzair’s lecture schedule required attendance on weeknights and Sundays. But Sam dreamed of one day playing soccer for the local league, and his Sunday practice was not negotiable. In addition, he was studying interior design and apprenticing at another uncle’s carpet warehouse. He was proud of his work. With his uncle, he outfitted some of the city’s most renowned architectural institutions, including the Hall of Mirrors, the most famous chamber in the Primate’s Palace. He gave up his membership in Hashomer Hatzair without much thought.


Zippi remained a member, but with a caveat: if they asked her to give up her studies and go off to Palestine, she would quit, too. She saw no reason to leave Bratislava. Not to mention, Zippi didn’t intend to ruin her hands with agricultural work. Her hands were her livelihood. And she loved her livelihood.


Before long, though, she’d come to wonder if she’d made the right decision.


Beyond their small world, all was not well. In Bratislava, reports of the Nazis’ rise to power had become an ominous part of the daily radio broadcast. In Breslau, then a German city, Jewish lawyers were not allowed inside courthouses. Soon after, Jewish judges were dismissed from their posts. Meanwhile, a Nazi-incited boycott against Jewish products and businesses took off throughout Germany. Red posters appeared outside German shops: “Recognized German-Christian Enterprise.” Other placards advised: “Whoever buys from the Jew supports the foreign boycott and destroys the German economy.”


Not content with inciting economic terror, some Nazi Germans turned to violence. A respected rabbi in Munich was dragged out of his bed and home at night and taunted by rifle-bearing civilians. Even Jewish American tourists in Berlin became targets: one such man was forced to drink castor oil until he fainted.


Most Bratislava Jews were incredulous that Germany, a civilized nation, was capable of such vitriol and violence. But the warning signs grew steadily brighter. The Nuremberg Race Laws, enacted in 1935, proclaimed that Jews belonged to a disparate race and could be legally persecuted. Following this declaration, Bratislava became a gateway for Polish and German Jewish refugees on their way out of an increasingly inhospitable Europe. Zippi’s grandparents took in refugees for dinner and listened, flabbergasted, to their stories of terror. Many joined Hashomer Hatzair, which helped them cross borders in the hope of reaching the relative safety of Hungary with the goal of reaching Palestine. For the most part, they were well received in Germany’s neighboring countries, but as their numbers grew their welcome wore off. Many chartered steamers to Palestine, where they aspired to create a safe place, a Jewish home state. Zippi’s expertise in graphic arts would have made her an ideal candidate to forge documents for refugees such as these—but if she contributed to their escape in this way, she left no record of it.


Violent flare-ups were getting closer to home; ethnic tensions that had stewed since the creation of Czechoslovakia now bubbled up to the surface. Soon after Hitler’s rise to power, the Slovak People’s Party, a nationalist political movement, gained momentum. The party, run by Catholic priest Andrej Hlinka, had resisted the new nation of Czechoslovakia from the outset. It spurned the thought of allowing Slovak history and language to be eclipsed by Czech culture. Its population, made up primarily of Catholics, resented the immigration of Hungarian and Czech intellectuals, many of them Jews. They saw Czechoslovakia’s multi-ethnicity as a threat, its anti-religious and socialist leanings as abhorrent. They yearned for an autonomous Slovak territory with its own traditions, its own values.


With the rise of Hitler, the Slovak People’s Party shifted from a silent majority to an aggressive one. Anti-Jewish rhetoric and violence that had been confined to small eastern villages now awakened in Bratislava. In 1936, students broke out in violent antisemitic demonstrations during the showing of the Jewish folklore film Le Golem. Protesters armed with firecrackers and stink bombs smashed windows of Jewish homes and paralyzed Bratislava for days in a chilling manifestation of what was to come.


With this new reality dawning, Sam gravitated toward leftist politics and got involved in resistance work—what he called “small stuff” at first. He distributed leaflets with information about subversive activities around town. Known for his adventurous streak and for being an enfant terrible with the best intentions, he helped out friends from Hashomer Hatzair and colleagues from the trade union at his uncle’s carpet warehouse. He never asked questions, knowing that the less he knew, the better off he’d be—and the less likely he’d be tortured into giving up secrets if he were caught.


It was likely around then that Zippi began dating Tibor Justh, a Jew from Nitra, a city with a longstanding Jewish community, some sixty miles east of Bratislava. Tibor was three years older and, unlike Zippi, was engaged in the politics of the region. Zippi introduced Tibor to her brother. The two young men, both headstrong idealists, found common ground.


One evening, Tibor asked Sam if he could tour the carpet warehouse where Sam worked. It was a large, easily accessible space, and Tibor wanted to know if a few men could spend the night inside the underground storage room on occasion. Sam didn’t hesitate.


From then on, each night around 10 p.m., a cluster of young men trickled in from the dark streets into the warehouse. They were gone by dawn.


Meanwhile, Zippi kept her head down and worked. A 1938 snapshot captures her smiling at the camera in a skirt and heels as she stands on a step stool on the sidewalk. Her sleeves are rolled up as she paints lettering on the window of the Luxor Palace in Bratislava.
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Zippi painting letters at the premises of Luxor Palace in Bratislava, 1938.








Each day, she practiced her skill set, honed her techniques. She amassed knowledge of her craft, which she recorded in a notebook. She expected that this expertise would lead her to a fulfilling career—a working life in which she’d break ground as a woman, and as a Jew. In a sense, she was right.















CHAPTER TWO



The End of an Era


When David Wisnia was a little boy, he began a lifelong love affair with the opera. By age nine, wearing his very own tuxedo, he would walk to the bus station near his family’s home, along with his parents and two brothers, heading to the big city to visit the Grand Theatre of Warsaw. A confident child, his dark chestnut hair buzzed short, he was accustomed to dressing well, to having eyes on him.


Warsaw was not far from their small Polish town of Sochaczew—the bus ride lasted less than an hour—but it might as well have been a different world. At first, the dark skies outside the bus window enveloped quiet cities similar to their own. Vast green fields dotted with the occasional roaming cows surrounded the small villages. Ragged dirt roads connected small wooden houses. Just beyond lay thick forests of pine and birch.


But as the bus lurched farther east and then pivoted slightly northward, the scenery changed. The sky brightened with the glow of streetlamps. Buildings became taller than those in Sochaczew, and yet elegant. Made of brick and stone, their architecture was intricate, sophisticated. In Warsaw, the roads and the cobblestone streets were well tended. Town squares were garnished with water fountains and flower banks. In October of 1935, the freshly paved Washington Boulevard had just become the city’s largest traffic artery, making headlines around the world. Blood-red trams, horse-drawn carriages, and polished Cadillacs shared the roads.


Warsaw was Poland’s cultural center, the self-purported “Paris of the North.” Stylized theaters and intimate playhouses hid within its nooks and crannies; street musicians scattered about, strumming guitars and playing the harmonica; smiling women in rumpled dresses, faded kerchiefs over their hair, sold bouquets of fragrant flowers.


Here, housed in a majestic neoclassical building at the center of town, was the Grand Theatre, home to one of the largest stages in the world. The opera had been revitalized in 1933 under the direction of Janina Korolewicz-Waydowa, a former singer who felt strongly that dropping prices was the best way to save the theater. The experiment worked; attendance shot up. When the Wisnias visited, David’s trained ears tuned in to the performers, the pitch of the altos and sopranos, the rich vibrato undulating throughout the room. Most singers were local Poles. They were good enough—but, David thought, not great.


And David wanted to be great. His father, Eliahu, was an opera aficionado. He and his wife, Machla, had encouraged David to appreciate music from a young age, and by the time he was ten he was eagerly memorizing melodies, reading librettos, and singing. Of the three boys in the family, David was the middle child, and also the golden child—and he knew it. Sometimes he worried that his parents’ doting made his brothers jealous.


By age seven, David had mastered the piano and could accompany himself singing. Opera was a second language. In his youth, David had memorized “E lucevan le stelle,” an emotionally charged aria from Giacomo Puccini’s romantic tragedy Tosca. He dreamed of becoming a famous opera singer in the United States. His conviction only grew when, at around age eight, he performed at the biggest arena of his young career. On stage at Kinomeva, one of Sochaczew’s largest movie theaters, David and his school friend Sara Lewin sang the Hebrew song “Shnei Michtavim” (“The Two Letters”), an operatic poem. It narrated a letter exchange between a Polish mother and her son, who’d moved to Jerusalem. Sara, seven years older than David, played the part of his mother. In a haunting refrain, mother and son grappled with the pains of separation—a mother in the Diaspora and the son who has embraced his new home and is determined to make a life in Jerusalem. His eyes shining, his voice strong, David seized the moment, elated. This, he felt, was where he belonged.


It was 1934, about a year after Nazi Germany had begun to pass its antisemitic laws and spread its propaganda, and Poland and Germany had just signed a nonaggression agreement. The two countries promised to cooperate with each other toward a guarantee of a “lasting peace.” The poem “Shnei Michtavim,” put to music by Russian composer Joel Engel a decade earlier, reflected the Zionist spirit coursing through the Jewish youth of Poland.


When the performance ended, the audience leapt to its feet and cheered. David and Sara glowed. They had no way of knowing that nine years later they would revive the song—this time offstage, and in a very different venue.


Life up until this point had been good in Sochaczew, at least for those with the means to enjoy it. Together with David’s maternal grandparents, the Wisnias lived in a three-story building on the town’s main strip. David and his two brothers, Moshe and Dov, shared a bedroom; their grandparents occupied the ground floor. Their home was among the few in town with its own telephone, making it a popular stop for friends and neighbors.


Eliahu worked hard to afford the best for his family. Each Sunday, he hopped on a bus to Warsaw, where he owned an upholstery shop. Meanwhile, Machla and her sister Helen took care of the home and the children. On occasion David accompanied his grandfather, a casket maker, to work. He listened as his patriarch bantered with his employees, a handful of men who’d become close friends over the years. David looked up to his grandfather, a gentleman, ever elegant with his trademark goatee, always with a brush in hand to whip his hair into shape.


On Fridays, Eliahu returned home to a fragrant feast of chicken soup with homemade noodles and matzah balls. Each week David observed as his aunt Helen lovingly made the dish and cut up the chicken. In addition to helping take care of the children, Aunt Helen also doubled as the family cook. After their traditional Sabbath dinner, David sang in the choir of the town’s only synagogue. On Saturday mornings he’d sing again. David, the choir’s youngest member, had become a soloist by the age of seven.


But even as David and his family enjoyed a good life in Sochaczew, they were forced to continuously look over their shoulders. To be Jewish in 1930s Poland was to be in a perpetual state of unease.


In this sense, Sochaczew was all too typical of small Polish towns. Villagers taunted Jews with the derogatory slur Jid. A local policeman beat up Jewish kids at a monthly fair where local farmers sold horses and cows. Signs greeted shoppers at the market: “If you buy from a Jew, you’re a dog.” The taunts and the assaults had occurred off and on for centuries, occasionally exploding into murderous violence—the infamous pogroms that, practically overnight, could leave material devastation and many Jewish Poles dead. Sochaczew was once predominantly Jewish and had a Hasidic center, but its Sochaczew’s Jewish population had dwindled as many residents emigrated to Warsaw or left Poland altogether, often to Palestine. By the 1930s, Sochaczew’s population of 13,500 was only about a quarter Jewish.


David’s first antisemitic experience had come at the start of public school, when he was four. He’d refused to kneel during school prayers. At recess, his classmates beat him up. His father yanked David from the school that same week and moved him to a prestigious private day school, Yavneh, where subjects were taught in Hebrew and Polish. So it was that David joined an insular world within the Jewish community—a protected sphere that would nurture his self-confidence and his desire to perform.


For the Wisnias, a move from their small Polish town to the United States wasn’t far-fetched. One of Machla’s sisters, Aunt Rose, had moved to Brooklyn with her husband and children years ago. This, to David, meant possibility. And his beloved Aunt Helen, who was helping raise David, was making plans of her own to join her older sister in New York City. Why shouldn’t they all go?


David’s father was the main obstacle. Eliahu didn’t care for America, a land where children didn’t respect their elders, he scoffed, and where money was god. In Warsaw, he had a solid business, a house. They were comfortable. Only peasants left Poland, Eliahu told his son—those who had nothing worth staying for.


Still, David pleaded. He felt danger lurking, even at the age of ten. Jews had been economically and politically ostracized in Poland for decades, he knew, but the animosity toward them was clearly reaching a fever pitch, and there were other warnings signs as well. In 1936, Warsaw University students staged hunger strikes, demanding that Jews be segregated, a precedent that had already been set by other nearby campuses. David pointed to circulating rumors, to the radio broadcasts that warned of a looming war. Even in Warsaw, preparations were underway. At night, officials tested the city’s readiness with sirens and drumrolls. They turned off streetlights, leaving the town in darkness to “test the discipline of the population,” newspapers reported.


But David’s arguments with his father went nowhere. Instead, in 1937, when David was eleven years old, Eliahu Wisnia moved his family to Warsaw, ending his weekly commute. The Wisnias made a new home in a large and elegant fourth-floor apartment at Krochmalna Street, close to Eliahu’s upholstery shop. They were a few steps away from an impoverished Jewish enclave primarily made up of traditional Yiddish-speaking Jews, merchants and cobblers. The Wisnias, however, avoided speaking Yiddish, a vernacular language that wealthy Jews considered a vulgar form of German. Now the Wisnias spoke Polish almost exclusively. At his private Zionist Jewish school, the Tarbut, David studied both Hebrew and Polish.


Through it all, David’s singing career remained a priority. At first, he performed at the Nożyk synagogue, among the five biggest congregations in town, which seated some six hundred congregants. But Eliahu wanted a wider exposure for his son. The Great Synagogue on Tłomackie Street was a premier synagogue of Europe. The cantor, Moshe Koussevitzky, was a gifted tenor with a following. David joined his tutelage in 1938.
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Warsaw’s Great Synagogue, where David Wisnia performed as a boy.








While his training as a singer progressed, David’s hope of going to the United States became less viable. American quotas for new immigrants had reached record lows. For decades, nativists had lobbied Congress to guard against a “foreign invasion.” As early as 1924, a national-origins quota limited immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe as well as those from Africa and Asia. By the 1930s, nativists focused on a new slogan: “America’s children are America’s problem! Refugee children in Europe are Europe’s problem!” Americans were still reeling from the Great War and the country was battling a depression. A 1939 Gallup poll found that a majority of Americans didn’t want new immigrants, particularly those from Europe. That same year, a North Carolina senator introduced a bill that called for halting all immigration into the United States for ten years.


The door to the United States was about to slam shut. But before it did, David’s aunt Helen made it to New York, joining her sister Rose just in time. Helen was off to live the dream, just feet away from the Harlem River in the South Bronx, at 750 Grand Concourse. David memorized her new address. His doting aunt—the woman who’d cared for him since birth, who’d spent her Fridays teaching him how to make her special broth and noodles—was gone. But David held out hope. He repeated the address to himself. He’d join her yet.


On Thursday, August 31, 1939, David celebrated his bar mitzvah. He was thirteen years old: by Jewish tradition, officially a man. He led services at his synagogue and enjoyed a small celebration in the building’s back room. The usual festive refreshments were passed around to the adults—whiskey and wine—and everyone enjoyed the cake, challah bread, and herring.


Later, the celebration continued at the Wisnias’ home. David looked around the crowded family living room and felt the presence of hundreds of guests, all attending the occasion in his honor. The entire Jewish community, David marveled, was there to toast him. He savored the orange marmalade, reserved for special occasions, and the candy, the cakes, the chocolates. The day was filled with sweetness. Aunt Helen’s boyfriend—who had stayed behind when she left for New York—gave David his first watch. David was thrilled. He was embarking on a new phase of his life.






[image: image]

David Wisnia at his bar mitzvah on August 31, 1939.








The atmosphere was festive inside the apartment on Krochmalna Street—but below, in the streets of Warsaw, the summer air felt exceptionally thick. Many Poles tried to shrug it off. Who in their right mind would imagine that Germany would attack Poland? In any case, the English and French would protect their Polish allies—or so hoped many in Warsaw.


Notices of a “general mobilization” had been posted around town, and on this day—the day of David’s bar mitzvah—Poland finally took the dramatic step of mobilizing its troops in preparation for war. It was undeniable: the Nazi threat was getting closer to home. Polish men between the ages of twenty-one and forty were called in for military service. Poland’s future was under threat.


At that moment, though, none of it mattered. David had spent months studying in anticipation of his bar mitzvah. He’d memorized his Torah portion, he’d practiced his readings and performed them beautifully. As it turned out, he and his family were ringing in the end of an era.


The celebration, the feeling of elation and pride that he’d felt the night before, were still fresh when David woke up the following morning. His stomach ached; perhaps he’d eaten too much candy, he thought. Outside his window, he heard the crescendo of what sounded like a swarm of angry bees. David got up to try to see where the bizarre buzz was coming from. His brothers were still asleep.


Outside, David saw squadrons of silver airplanes whisk through the crisp morning sky in tight formation. He rushed to his parents’ bedroom and shook his father awake.


Eliahu was not yet fully conscious when David told him what he’d seen. These were not Polish airplanes, David stressed to his father. He knew what Polish airplanes looked like.


Eliahu lay dewy-eyed in his bed. It was still dawn, sunlight just beginning to creep inside the window. Inside, the world remained quiet, at peace.


David tried to convey the significance of what he’d seen mere moments ago, so close by. Poland didn’t have these kinds of airplanes, he repeated, animated. The airplanes he’d seen were much too sophisticated. They were foreign.


But Eliahu didn’t budge. Go back to sleep, he said. These are just maneuvers, the air force training.


True, Polish pilots had been training in recent days. But David knew what those planes looked like—and he knew that they were not what he’d seen just now.


He was right. A few hours earlier, German troops dressed in Polish army uniforms had attacked a German broadcast station in Gleiwitz, then a German border town along the southern edge of Poland. The BBC broadcast the so-called Polish attack within hours. The ruse was used to justify Germany’s invasion of Poland.


At 5:11 that morning, Hitler had made a proclamation that reverberated around the world. He accused the Polish people of persecuting Germans. He warned that the German nation would “meet force with force.”


Soon after Eliahu told his son to return to bed, air raid sirens blasted across Warsaw. For a brief moment, the city went gray. Overhanging mist and clouds protected the city from the sudden air raids. A new reality was upon them—the Wisnias, the rest of Warsaw’s 1.3 million residents, and the wider world.















CHAPTER THREE



“He Was Bluffing”


It was supposed to be a joyous time.


Zippi and Tibor were engaged to be married. It was 1938, the world was falling apart, reality losing its shape—and yet the two dared to plan a future together.


Then Zippi’s grandmother, Julia, died. It was a peaceful, uncomplicated death at the age of seventy-two. Still, Julia had been Zippi’s rock, her most fervent supporter and role model. She’d taught her so much. And now she was gone.


When Zippi’s mother had died, eleven years earlier, Julia had shown Zippi that life didn’t stop to accommodate grief, and neither should she. Julia, ever lively and curious, an insatiable consumer of books and newspapers, always game to learn more, always eager to fold new faces into her life, had bestowed all these passions on her granddaughter. Zippi would honor her. She’d go on with her life. At least Julia wouldn’t have to watch as Bratislava’s promising future was painfully dismantled.


Hitler’s rise posed an existential threat to Czechoslovakia. Germany had been eyeing the Sudetenland, the territory in northern Czechoslovakia that was occupied by some 2.8 million Sudeten Germans. Now it had become a pretext for Germany to slink across Czechoslovakia’s borders.


Unlike most Eastern European countries, which had fallen to fascism with hardly a fight, the Czechoslovak government wouldn’t budge. When Hitler had tried strong-arming Czechoslovakia into ceding control of the Sudetenland, the government had responded with a resounding no. Instead, it took Germany by surprise by mobilizing its men up to the age of forty. Germany’s army stood down. That August, Fortune magazine marveled that the “little country of Czechoslovakia, a democratic enclave in the heart of autocratic Central Europe, [had] stood up to Hitler and discovered he was bluffing.” In September, Czechoslovak prime minister Jan Syrový, a four-star general, swore that the army, considered among Europe’s strongest forces, would “defend our liberties to the very end.”


But the bulwark wouldn’t hold. For all its might, the Czechoslovak army couldn’t win against Hitler’s war machine without Western support. Not only were they met with silence, they were also, in effect, undermined: on September 30, 1938, Germany, Italy, Great Britain, and France signed the Munich Agreement, placing the Sudetenland under German control.


General Syrový again addressed his nation, this time with a broken heart. He had no choice, he said. Czechoslovakia was, after all, a “little country” and there was only so much it could do on its own. The Czechoslovak government surrendered to the conditions of the Munich Agreement: the Sudetenland would be incorporated into Germany.


Emboldened, Hitler began to pave the way for an “independent” Slovak state. Already the unified nation was beginning to fall apart; Czechoslovak president Edvard Beneš resigned and fled to Paris, leaving General Syrový as the country’s de facto leader. A flurry of Czech and Slovak soldiers fled to other Eastern European countries and still others escaped to Great Britain.


The ominous cloud of Nazism loomed nearer, casting its shadow. One by one, the freedoms and opportunities that had sprouted during Julia’s lifetime would be plucked away. In November 1938, Bratislava University dismissed five hundred Jewish students with the excuse that they were “Communists.” Zippi had earned her degrees in the nick of time. Certified as a licensed graphic designer, she was poised to become the first woman in Bratislava at work in this field.


So many Jews had refused to believe that the horrifying actions of thriving Nazism reported in Eastern Europe would reach them. But the undercurrents of antisemitism that had permeated the region for centuries only intensified. The persecution of Jews had once been largely confined to smaller villages, but now acts of terror and propaganda were spreading to cultured and educated metropolises.


Antisemitic sentiment spread among the Slovaks, many of whom eagerly joined the ranks of the Hlinka Guards, the militia wing of the Slovak People’s Party, a force named after the party’s founder, Catholic priest Andrej Hlinka. The Slovak, a newspaper dedicated to the Slovak People’s Party, justified its actions: “We had and have even today reasons to look upon the Jews not only with reserve and distaste but we can also rightly blame them for failures and disasters brought on our nation.”


The streets of Bratislava took on the menacing feel of World War I–era Europe. Jewish shops were vandalized. Women were terrified to be outside unaccompanied during evening hours. Hlinka guardsmen multiplied around town, hoodlums resembling a comic-opera version of Italian fascist militiamen who roamed the streets in their black uniforms, tall dark boots, and boat-shaped hats with gold trim and a tassel. One night, a friend of Zippi’s came home from a Hashomer Hatzair meeting with a bloody nose, after encountering hecklers on the way. Jewish and Czech life in Bratislava was becoming unbearable.
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Zippi and Tibor Justh snapped photographs of each other as part of her graphics and photography training.








Zippi was the only woman and the only Jew to work at her prestigious, twelve-person German firm. But the job was short-lived. Because she was a Jew, the firm was forced to let her go.


Zippi strung together a series of odd jobs: she taught practical graphic design skills to Jews, and she painted license plates, notices, posters, advertisements, and street signs. While Jews were ostracized from society, trained graphic designers were rare and in demand. Still, no matter how hard she worked or how good she was at her job, there was no escaping her identity as a Jew and what that meant in this new world.


In March of 1939, Slovakia formally declared its independence from Czechoslovakia. The new nation established a puppet government supported by the Third Reich and ostensibly headed by Jozef Tiso, the Catholic priest who’d become leader of the Hlinka Party after Andrej Hlinka’s death in 1938. Czechoslovakia was no more. Beneš tried to form a Czechoslovak government in exile in Paris, but the French government refused to recognize his provisional government—supporting instead the Czechoslovak ambassador to France, Štefan Osuský, who’d already established a Czechoslovak army in Paris. Although both men wanted a reunified Czechsolovakia, Osuský had more of a Slovak platform than Beneš. In July, after France’s fall, Beneš reestablished the Czechoslovak government in exile in London, where it was recognized by the Allies, with Osuský as a minister.


Almost immediately after Czechoslovakia’s dismemberment, the Spitzers lost their home. The Hlinka Guard ordered Jews to the old Jewish Quarter. The Spitzers left behind their apartment and furniture and moved into a shared room in a dilapidated building.


All the while, Sam took on greater roles within his resistance work. He helped the Jewish volunteers in the International Brigades, who’d traveled from Palestine to fight fascism in Spain in 1936 and had been unable to return home. Most had become political prisoners in internment camps near the Pyrenees mountains. Sam hid refugees within crevices of the Little Carpathians, near Bratislava, and distributed food and pamphlets with updates from the underground.


With the surge in antisemitic policies and violence, Palestine had become enticing. On a whim, Sam bought a racing bike and a forged ID card, planning to ride through Hungary, somehow get to Turkey, and finally to Palestine, but his bike broke down before he crossed a single border. He shrugged it off, the idea aborted as quickly as it had come. Instead, he deepened his underground work, joining the Obrana národa, a Czech resistance organization that detonated dynamite on roads to stall German soldiers trying to enter Slovakia.


The “small stuff” he’d been involved with was growing.


Zippi’s fiancé, Tibor, was also doing his part. Having been a driver for the anti-aircraft regiment of the Czechoslovak army, he now redoubled his efforts with the underground movement. He worked with both Czechoslovak soldiers and Jewish youth groups to resist fascism. He joined a secret network known as a Czech Mission. Overseen by the Czechoslovak government in exile, the operation was rooted inside the French consulate in Budapest and worked with a Polish refugee organization in Hungary. It provided refugees and Czechoslovak fighters with forged documents and transport across borders to join the Allies. In addition, Tibor worked with members of Hashomer Hatzair and with non-Jewish Czechoslovaks. He had two goals: to rid his country of fascism and to help refugees flee to Palestine.


While Zippi wasn’t actively involved in resistance work, she understood what was at stake. She was twenty-one years old, she had time. Their wedding would wait.















CHAPTER FOUR



“No One’s Going to Beat Them”


Many of Warsaw’s residents packed up to leave town following the German invasion of Poland. The lucky ones, who owned carts and horses, carried drawers full of clothes. Most just grabbed whatever they could lug on their backs. Others left with nothing. They wanted to go eastward, where they hoped the German forces hadn’t yet arrived—but the majority didn’t make it far. Railway tracks had been destroyed; trains, bridges, and cars had become targets. The entire region had spiraled into chaos. Inside their apartment, the Wisnias listened to the endless artillery fire.


A week earlier, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union had unexpectedly announced the passage of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, a promise of nonaggression between the two forces. With this pact, however, the two countries’ leaders had also secretly agreed to partition Poland and each would establish its own sphere of influence.


While Hitler had never intended to uphold his promise of nonaggression, he did have one goal in common with Stalin: to get rid of Judaism. The Soviets’ enemies were subjected to the Gulag, a network of forced labor camps first put into place in 1918 by Russia’s Bolshevik leader, Vladimir Lenin, to terrorize opponents of the Russian Revolution. It expanded exponentially under Stalin with the pretext of speeding up the Soviet Union’s industrialization. In remote regions, far from their families, ethnic and political prisoners toiled on infrastructure projects in freezing cold weather, with little food. Many didn’t last long. Some Jews believed that the German methods couldn’t be much worse than the Soviets’.


The radio had long been a fixture at the Wisnia household. During the first week of September 1939, it broadcast a steady stream of air-raid warnings. Meanwhile, hundreds of German airplanes dotted the sky and German soldiers blockaded city gates. A church was struck during a Sunday morning mass. That afternoon, dozens of bereft parishioners kneeled over wrecked pews, their hands covering their faces. The altar was split before them, surrounded by ashes and embers, no roof over their heads.


Warsaw was under siege.


In the streets, Polish volunteers built barricades in an attempt to fortify their city, to prepare for some sort of resistance against the surrounding Germans. Outside the Wisnia household, children wore makeshift cotton and gauze masks stitched up by mothers desperate to protect them from smoke and dust inhalation. Bombs landed on a Jewish hospital. Rabbis carried children to air-raid trenches that had been dug by hospital patients. “You could set the watch by the raids,” a British photographer told a reporter. But the Poles’ anti-aircraft guns and their attempts at resistance were no match for German artillery.


In September, the Jewish Quarter was bombarded, just when Jews would have celebrated Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year. Gutted buildings and stray body parts lay twisted beneath the debris. Columns of dense gray smoke lingered in the air, obstructing the view of the carnage. Blocks of buildings were razed; those who’d spent a lifetime in the city could no longer find their way home.


A third of Warsaw was destroyed.


That first month under siege, David and his family stayed inside during the daylight hours, when most of the bombing took place. Sometimes they hid in the basement or at a nearby shelter. The earth beneath them shook and the building next door was leveled but somehow the Wisnias’ apartment remained undisturbed. If we can survive a bit longer, they told themselves, maybe, just maybe, the British and the French will come to our rescue.


By night, David and his family joined the scavenge for food. Famished men, women, and children roamed from shelter to shelter, forming breadlines outside bakeries. David would wait in line for sugar with his heart pounding; air raids and shellings did not seem to dissipate. Prices for basic goods had tripled or quadrupled, and food supplies dwindled; while Eliahu had hoarded some rice and sugar, it would soon run out. Sweet rice became the family’s new staple.


On September 28, 1939, Warsaw surrendered. Some five hundred fires burned around the city. More than three thousand people died during the final twenty-four hours of the siege. The once glistening city lay in ashes.


A few days after the defeat, Eliahu took David and his older brother, Moshe, out in the early morning to watch Germany’s victory parade. David observed men marching to the sound of drums, machine guns resting on their shoulders; their legs shot up in unison, right, then left, leather boots kicking up dust. Soldiers in hard hats rode tall, well-fed horses, saluting their Führer, whose stoic gaze did not waver as he watched, pleased with his forces. Waves of armored vehicles, tanks, and artillery passed by in formation as airplanes hovered above. The Poles watched from the sidelines.


No one’s going to beat them, David said.


What are you talking about? Eliahu said. England is powerful.


Only time would tell.


In the meantime, shrapnel, shards of glass, and busted buildings would be swept aside. The most obvious violence would end. And a new phase of terror would begin.


For those who hadn’t lost anyone, who hadn’t stumbled over bodies on the ground beneath them, whose homes hadn’t been crushed to the ground, life fell into a new routine that almost resembled normalcy. Public schools were off-limits to Jews, but David returned to his private courses. His father returned to work.


David noticed placards in German and Polish, addressed to Jews: We will treat you as all the other Poles if you will stop cheating your neighbors, stop lying and stop spreading lice or typhoid. David was confused. He didn’t know anyone with lice, or know anything about cheating neighbors. As vitriol against Jews escalated, David didn’t leave his apartment unless he had to.


But even inside one’s apartment, a Jew was no longer safe. SS officers appeared at rich Jews’ doorsteps to remove the furniture from inside. They conducted random night raids in Jewish homes. At gunpoint, they ordered that money and jewelry be handed over. Posters materialized on street poles and storefronts: JEWS, LICE, TYPHUS. Their message was clear: Jews were a threat to public health. City sections became restricted. Various parks, stores, and roads were all of a sudden off-limits. By the end of September, certain streetcars were designated FOR JEWS ONLY.


On October 12, 1940, newly installed loudspeakers on street poles throughout town blasted to life with an announcement: Warsaw was to be divided into three quarters, German, Polish, and Jewish. All residents, except Germans, had until the end of the month to move to their designated quarters. Anything they could not carry with them, they would have to leave behind.


It had been thirteen months since David’s bar mitzvah. The Grand Theatre, where he and his family had sat enraptured by music a decade earlier, now lay in rubble. His dreams of singing opera in America were beginning to seem like a fairy tale, a wish gone by.


Warsaw was a city on the brink. Poles and Jews crowded the cobblestone streets. Breathless, they pushed handcarts and wagons down the streets, carrying with them what they could. “Home” was a moving target. At any moment, boundaries would shift, apartments would be requisitioned, a new order of expulsion would demand a hasty exit. Ready to move, they only held on to the essentials. The rest of it, left behind, was loot for the Germans. Tables, chairs and beds, linens, and sometimes photo albums became abandoned relics of past lives.


In October of 1940, over a span of two weeks, eighty thousand Christian Poles were forced out of their homes to make room for the hundred and forty thousand Jews ordered to move in. This became Warsaw’s newly appointed quarantine zone, the Jewish Quarter. The area took up about a hundred acres, although it would fluctuate in size and eventually take up as many as 375 acres of residential space. Jagged strands of barbed wire topped ten-foot-high walls that bounded the ghetto.


David and his family didn’t have to move—they already lived within the ghetto’s boundaries. Their household of seven, however, now doubled its occupancy. They took in an aunt, an uncle, two babies, plus another family.


By then Warsaw, once a glittering city of music and beauty, had morphed into a collection of barricaded slums. Each day new walls were erected. Residents wondered whether the ghetto gates would remain open. Would they be able to leave and visit other quarters, tend to their jobs outside the zone? Or would they be sealed off, isolated? No one knew. David continued to attend class within the ghetto, but singing in the choir at the Great Synagogue was no longer an option: the temple had been shut down and the building had become a repository for looted furniture.


David’s father, Eliahu, clung to the reins of his business for as long as he could, but inevitably the Germans took over, Aryanizing his business and leaving him out of a job. Desperate for work, Eliahu scoured for extra food he could bring home to his three growing boys, his wife, and his in-laws.


But Eliahu was resourceful. Some German officers, he learned, were not as hell-bent as others on killing Jews. Eliahu ingratiated himself with one of these less menacing Germans. As a young man, he’d learned carpentry from his father, and now he told a Luftwaffe sergeant that he was a carpenter, happy to offer his services. The Luftwaffe was the air force of the Wehrmacht, Germany’s armed forces. While Hitler was its supreme commander, soldiers of the Wehrmacht were not necessarily members of the Nazi Party (officially the National Socialist German Workers’ Party).


The sergeant gave Eliahu a job at Warsaw-Okęcie Airport, an airfield for the German army. From then on, a German truck hauled Eliahu back and forth to and from work three times a week. In exchange, he brought home extra bread and potatoes. For a time, this would save his family’s lives.


David, who by 1940 was a tall, light-haired fourteen-year-old, did his best to pitch in. When he wasn’t in school, he volunteered for odd jobs, making the rounds with a broom, sweeping away ghetto grit; other days, he mopped. With this, he could bring home more scraps of food. And in keeping busy, he managed to avoid the Nazis’ elite corps, known as the Schutzstaffel (Protection Squad), the SS.


Hitler had established the SS in 1925—a select group of Nazis who’d sworn an oath of loyalty to the Führer himself. Members trailed Hitler and high-ranking members of the Nazi Party to rallies and served as personal bodyguards. Members’ responsibilities grew, in campaigning and gathering intelligence, and they became more entertwined with the Nazi Party itself. A hierarchical system was formed and Heinrich Himmler, a slight, bespectacled chicken farmer, worked his way up through propaganda and intelligence-gathering roles. In 1929, he was promoted to national leader of the SS. In his hands, the SS grew into a multipronged beast. By 1940, it controlled the Nazis’ main vehicles of terror, including the Gestapo, the secret police that terrorized so-called enemies of the Reich, as well as concentration and extermination camps. The SS also had its own military arm: the Waffen-SS, which worked in parallel to the Wehrmacht.


Himmler also created the SS Race and Settlement Main Office, whose functions included ideological training for SS members, vetting of recruits, and filtering of SS officers’ spouses based on racial criteria. The swarms of applicants were evaluated based on physical characteristics, including eye color and body measurements, and whether they fit the Nordic bloodline requirement. SS members became, in essence, guardians of the German race, empowered to tyrannize—and ultimately eliminate—the impure, subhuman other. Most relished the duty.


For the most part, the SS and the Gestapo ruled over the Warsaw Ghetto. But it did so in conjunction with both Wehrmacht and SS officers, and German civil administration. For organization, the SS appointed a Judenrat, or Jewish Council, which would essentially serve as middlemen between the SS and the Jews. The Judenräte were responsible for executing SS directives—often discriminatory and cruel decrees aimed at their own community. The Judenräte also organized ghetto maintenance, policed Jews, and mobilized Jewish labor.


Still, German soldiers and SS stayed on-site, tormenting Jews. Sometimes Jews were chosen at random to perform backbreaking manual labor. Some had to load gravel onto trucks or build walls. Instead of getting food, they were beaten with rubber truncheons.


Streets became more crowded. With each day that passed, carts filled with families arrived from near and far: a hundred and fifty Jews from Berlin, a handful from neighboring provinces. Newcomers squeezed into already packed apartments. Lines snaked down streets outside the few stores that still sold bread. Men, women, and children bartered for food.


On November 16, 1940, a day of Sabbath, the ghetto was officially sealed. Panic and unrest ensued. Guards were installed on every ghetto street corner demanding identification, deciding who could pass through the gates. German guards seized the opportunity to torment pedestrians. On his way to school, David might have seen newly posted SS guards cackle as they ordered elderly Jews to do pushups and gymnastics, or to sing and dance for their entertainment. The SS had pistols and batons and were eager to use them; Jews had nothing left but their hunger and thirst. They did as they were told.


Within a day, shops in the Jewish Quarter ran out of bread and produce. Food supplies from other quarters were cut off. Charitable Christians crossed over to smuggle bread for Jewish friends. One who dared to throw a sack of bread over a wall was murdered on the spot. The Wisnias, like all Warsaw Ghetto residents, relied on rations—typically around eight hundred daily calories per person, made up of potatoes and bread. Bodies became smaller, weaker, until the life within them disappeared.


A year earlier, a regulation had passed that Jews ages ten and older had to wear a white armband with the Star of David on their right sleeve. The star had to be at least ten centimeters wide, visible from a distance. Those who ignored these rules would be imprisoned. Those who wore dirty or wrinkled armbands were fined. Kiosks down the street from the Wisnias’ apartment sold the required armbands.


David wore his with pride, defiant.


By January 1941, the ghetto covered 2.4 percent of Warsaw and held within it 30 percent of the city’s population. Conditions in the congested space led to gestures of despair, the affectations of a madhouse. Running out of options, families with emaciated children pleaded for sustenance outside the courthouses. One man muttered jokes and witty sayings in exchange for food or money. Another sang while his wife pushed a stroller down narrow streets and collected donations. Ghetto dwellers became professional food smugglers. Intrepid children in ragged scraps, disaffected youth with nothing left to lose, learned how to distract German and Polish guards so they could sneak in and out of the gates.
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Street vendors and ghetto residents at the Warsaw Ghetto, 1941.








The ghetto was becoming a death trap, and not just because of the gunshots that snuffed out many lives at random. Starvation was a major killer. Typhus, at first a fabricated excuse to ostracize the Jews from the rest of the city, became a reality, thanks to overcrowded, unsanitary conditions. Streets reeked of human disease and waste. A lice outbreak arrived with refugees who’d been transported into Warsaw from outside provinces. A particularly harsh winter topped off the nightmare that life had become.


Random probes became common. The sight of a black limousine at any time of day or night was bad news. Often, a Gestapo officer loaded up the limo with human targets to shoot in the center of town. Families would wake up to loud pounding on their apartment doors followed by figures waving rifles and nightsticks. The freshly woken prey, dazed and disoriented, was dragged out to the street and executed. Gunshots were part of the city backdrop.


David woke up one morning to find that his oldest brother, Moshe, had fled without warning, wanting to leave his family with one less mouth to feed. Moshe had gone to Otwock, a small town about fifteen miles southeast of Warsaw, where an uncle lived. In normal times the family had enjoyed summertime vacations in Otwock. Now, they could only hope that Moshe had fled undetected. Failed escape attempts meant a bullet on the spot.
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“Mesmerizing and inspirational.”
—JuDY BATALION, New York Times bestselling author of The Light of Days
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