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Glossary of Terms

Aktions – The removal of Jews, Gypsies and other ‘enemies’ of the Third Reich to the concentration camps.

Aliyah Bet – The codename given to the illegal immigration of Jews to Palestine in the 1930s and 40s.

Appell – Roll-call at the camps.

Appellplatz – The square where prisoners would assemble for roll-call.

Arschlöcher – German insult; arsehole.

Asos – Short for ‘antisocial ones’ – a category of prisoners including the homeless, long-term unemployed, sex offenders etc.

Baumeisters – Civilian engineers (see also Steigers).

Bedzin – Author’s home town.

Berchtesgaden – Hitler’s Bavarian retreat.

Berufsverbrecher – Professional criminals who worked in the camps.

Blockältester – Block senior.

Blockschreiber – Roll-call clerk.

Blocksperre – Lock-down.

Byelorussia – Belarus.

Dreckjuden! – German insult; ‘Dirt Jew!’

Edelweiss Piraten – Anti-Nazi movement in Germany.

Einsatzgruppe – German taskforce, execution squad.

Eretz Yisrael – The Biblical Land of Israel; Greater Israel.

Fall Weiss – The Nazi’s strategic plan for invading Poland.

Familienlager – Family camp.

Gau – German district.

Gauleiter – District leader.

Gordonia – A Zionist youth movement.

Hachshara – Preparation for emigration to Palestine/Israel.

Häftlingskrankenbau – Prisoners’ hospital.

Haganah – Jewish Defence Force; paramilitary organisation.

Hausfrau – Housewife.

Heder – Religious primary school.

Hefker – Jewish term for being free of responsibilities; from the legal term to denote an ownerless property.

Hitlerjugend – Hitler Youth.

Jedem das Seine – ‘To each, his own’ – motto on gates of Mauthausen camp.

Judenfieber – Typhus; lit. ‘Jew fever’.

Judenrat – Jewish council.

Judenrein – Cleansed of Jews.

Kaddish – Jewish prayer for the dead.

Kapos – Camp foremen, recruited from the ranks of the prisoners.

Kappellmeister – Bandmaster.

Kindertransporte – The transport of children – either to safety, or to the death camps.

Knochenmühle – ‘The bone-grinder’ – nickname for Mauthausen camp.

Kojen – Three-tiered bunk.

Kommando – German term for unit.

Kriegsmarine – German Navy.

Lagerälteste – Camp seniors.

Lagerführer – Camp commandant.

Lagerschreiber – Camp clerk.

Lausbub – German insult; rascal.

Lebensraum – Literally, living space, Hitler’s foreign policy for expanding the Reich.

Machal – The Hebrew acronym for ‘Overseas Volunteers’; soldiers who fought for the new state of Israel.

Maurerschule – Builders’ school.

Muselmänner – Muslims (col. for starving camp inmates).

Oberkapo – Chief Kapo.

Operation Barbarossa – Codename for German invasion of Russia.

Organisation – Slang for black market operations in the camps.

Piepels – Boys used for sex by camp guards and Kapos.

Premiumschein – Ticket for canteen.

Rampe Kommando – Platform detachment.

Rapportführer – Sergeant Major, commander of Block.

Raus! – Out!

Reichsfeldmarschall – German rank of Field Marshal.

Rottenführer – Nazi Party section leader.

Scheissjude – Racial insult (lit. ‘shit-Jew’).

Schiffchen – Soft side-cap.

Schnell! – Quickly!

Schutzhäftlinge – Political prisoners (lit. protective prisoners).

Shabbat – Jewish Sabbath.

Sheitel – Traditional black wig worn by Jewish women.

Shem Yisborach – Hebrew name for God.

Sicherheitsdienst – German security service.

Smetana – Sour cream.

Sonderausweis – Passes that stated you were essential to the war effort.

Sonderbehandlung – Special treatment.

Sonderkommando – Special units; inmates who were forced to operate the gas chambers and crematoria.

Stahlhelmes – Steel helmets.

Stalags – Prisoner-of-war camp.

Steigers – Civilian engineers (see also Baumeisters).

Stiebel – Jewish prayer room.

Stube – Side room.

Stubendienst – Camp orderlies.

Sturmabteilung – Brown Shirts.

Sturmbrigade Dirlewanger – Notorious SS military unit composed of German prisoners.

Totenkopf – Death’s Head units of SS.

Treif – Non-kosher food.

Treuhänder – A trusty; trusted helper.

Umgeseidelt im Osten – Resettlement in the East.

Untermenschen – Literally, subhuman. A Nazi term for Jews.

Unteroffizier/Unterscharführer – Corporal (Army/SS).

Volksdeutsche – Poles of German origin.

Vorarbeiter – Foreman.

Wehrmacht – Germany’s armed forces.

Winterhilfe – Contributions to help soldiers on the Eastern Front.

Yad Vashem – Holocaust History Museum in Jerusalem.

Yiddishkeit – Jewishness.

Zyklon B – Chemical compound used in the gas chambers.


PROLOGUE

Facing the Angel

There was no calendar in Auschwitz. No dates, no anniversaries, nothing to mark the passing of time. For the lucky ones, those of us who survived, night followed day and days became weeks. Not many of us outlived the passage of months. So I don’t know exactly when I fell ill. It was probably December 1943, freezing as only the Polish winter can freeze. In my thin striped tunic and trousers I should have felt bitterly cold, but that particular morning I felt hot and sweaty.

We slept five to a kojen, a three-tiered bunk, crammed together on the hard, damp wooden boards and it took me a while to take stock – to realise that all that shared body heat should have faded now I was standing alone. My head throbbed and the glands in my neck were painful and inflamed. In the days before the war if you felt ill you went to the doctor. If you couldn’t afford a doctor, you stayed in bed, wrapped up warm and took an aspirin. In Auschwitz there were no doctors like that. And the only hospital was a place of death – it was the HKB, the Häftlingskrankenbau, the prisoners’ hospital, known to us as all as the waiting-room for the gas chamber. I buttoned up my jacket and tried not to shiver as the raging fever gave way to chills.

I barely remember my work on the Rampe that day. Presumably the trains rolled in as they always did, with the rattling of trucks and snort of the engines, the hissing escape of steam; then the sliding of bolts and the poor, damned souls emerging, blinking into the sky’s brightness. I’d seen them so often before, I barely noticed them now. Toddlers clinging to their mothers, crying; women clutching their children; Orthodox elders trying to talk to the Kommando, asking for an explanation of the inexplicable; old people, wild-eyed and shaking, limping along the Rampe at the prods of the SS men.

I knew which of those to avoid, whose eyes not to meet, which snarling, snapping dog to be wary of. And I went about my business as I always did, dragging the stiff, shit-caked bodies out of the trucks, trying not to breathe in the stench. We laid them down on the concrete, far behind the lines of the living, who were already being marched away. To the right, life. To the left, the gas. No rhyme. No reason. Just the random flick of an immaculately gloved finger. Right. Left. Left. Right. Left. Left.

I remember staring along the Rampe that day. It looked like a battlefield, as it always did. The bodies were being carted away, making way for the piles of coats and bags, a girl’s doll, somebody’s glasses. Everybody had been told to leave their belongings where they were. They’d all be returned to them later, after the showers. After the de-lousing. After the Zyklon B.

It was starting to whirl in my brain, the shouts of the SS and the Kapos echoing and re-echoing. Everything suddenly seemed far, far away – the snorting train and the disappearing columns of new arrivals. Work sets you free. ‘Raus, raus!’ ‘Schnell!’ ‘You fucking Jew scum.’ Work sets you free . . .

When I woke up, with a start, I didn’t know where I was. There was a greyness everywhere, smudged by barely moving patches of black. As I focused and my head cleared, I knew exactly where I was. This was the hospital block, the whitewashed walls an attempt at sterility. The black patches were patients, like me, still in the striped uniform of the prison inmates.

How many hours or days I was there, I don’t know. I was just grateful for the bed, which felt soft and yielding after the weeks on the hard boards. The mattresses were paper filled with wood shavings, but not as rough at least as the usual sacking and straw. We still slept three to a bunk, all of us infection cases in together. The soup was just a little thicker and there was an extra crust of bread. Little things like that give you a renewed longing for life; for little things like that, some men would kill each other in the main camp. The fever came and went, with a throbbing head, a chronic aching in my arms and legs, a sense of crippling weakness. I was seventeen and I felt like an old man.

I had typhus, what they used to call all over Europe ‘gaol fever’ because it broke out so frequently in prisons. Entirely apt, then, that I should get it in Auschwitz-Birkenau – the ultimate prison. Except that here they called it Judenfieber, Jew Fever. If you look up the symptoms today, you’ll find the type of the disease I had was Rickettsia typhi, most common where hygiene is poor and temperatures low. Temperatures ran to 106° Fahrenheit and give you a hacking cough – a cough I still have today. Without proper treatment, the death rate can be as high as 60%.

Back then, I didn’t know any of this. Neither did I know that the raw onion they gave me to eat in place of medicine did me no good at all. All I knew was that I was desperately ill but the will to survive drove me on, made it possible for me to get out of my bunk bed and stand to attention with the other patients the day that Mengele came. I had seen him often of course on the Rampe, the polite, handsome, immaculately uniformed SS officer, glancing at the prisoners as they tumbled out of the trucks. A pointed finger. That was all it was, in those expensive grey doeskin gloves. A finger to the right was life; to the left was death. That was the way my family had gone, losers in the ghastly lottery the Nazis had set up.

He was wearing his white coat today, open over his tunic. There was a stethoscope around his neck. Around him clucked a number of orderlies, SS men with clipboards and lists: the ward round from Hell. By the time he reached my bed I was literally shaking with terror. We all knew that anyone unable to stand by their beds went straight to the gas. But this was a man who had spent the previous months making selections at a glance, deciding life or death with just a look. What was I? Five foot three, five foot four? I weighed less than I should have after the experiences of the ghetto and this camp; but the food I’d scrounged from the Rampe gave me more strength than most. I was trembling uncontrollably from head to foot, unable to stop shaking.

It took him seconds. The finger pointed to the left. The gas chamber. The crematorium. Oblivion. Did I think, in those terrible seconds, that I would see my family again? That all this misery would soon be over? Perhaps. But the overriding urge was to live; to see another dawn; eat one more crust of bread. I burst into tears, throwing myself at his feet, blurting out something about wanting to be shot, not gassed. I think I even kissed Mengele’s boots, polished like mirrors as they always were.

The boots moved away. And to this day I don’t know why. All the accounts of Mengele that I have ever read agree that he couldn’t bear to be touched by a Jew. As a doctor he examined plenty of them, but that was on his own terms, for his own purposes. I had thrown myself on him and I could have faced an instant bullet for that. I never looked into his face, so to this day I don’t know why he changed his mind. Did he recognise me from the Rampe? Did he relent because he realised in my gabbling that I spoke German? Was it actually Mengele himself or an underling who had motives I cannot guess at? All I know is that the ward round moved on, the boots clicking on the floor and the finger pointing elsewhere, at some other poor bastard. The Angel of Death had gone.

The orderlies started moving out the immobile, to prepare them to become immobile for ever. One of them, a rare kindly face among so much hostility, leaned over as he picked me up and said, ‘Don’t worry, Szlamek, you can stay here.’ I collapsed into bed, crying all over again.

In the three or four days I spent in the hospital, I had time to think. I had come as close to death as anyone is ever likely to and moments – seconds – like that make you concentrate. I was seventeen. My family were gone. I was alone. But it hadn’t always been like that. Once – and it was actually only four years ago – there had been a magic time when no one thought or spoke of death. It was a time of life. It was my childhood.



1


The Garden of Eden


It’s the little things I remember – the singing of the birds in the high woods; the taste of the blackberries, wild and sweet by the roadside; and over it all, under a sky that seemed forever blue, the heady scent of the pine trees. I remember the rutted roads and the smell and rattle of the bus that took us there – eighty kilometres through a magic land; the furthest I had travelled in my life.


It was summer, of course, when we went there – just a holiday like any other. But not like any other. Summers like that would not come again, except in my fondest dreams. Summers that should have faded from my memory but refused to fade. Memories that may just have kept me sane in the years that followed. And I can hear them now, the friends and family crowding round, laughing, nodding, the old men tugging their beards, the women hugging us and clucking round, preparing the food. ‘Here are the relatives,’ was the first shout we’d hear, ‘from Bedzin!’ And for those few weeks, Bedzin could have been on the far side of the moon.


I can see the tables now, groaning with the food of the countryside. Butter, rich and yellow; the smetana cream, sharp and pure and richer than anything you can buy today. Cheese that melted in the mouth but bit back; the cheese with holes (Emmenthal or Jarlsberg), the schweitzer cake. Bread that smelled of Heaven dipped in smetana; pastries you’d give your right arm for. We ran through the woods, my brothers and I, running off a meal like that – Nathan, nearly a man in that last summer; Majer and Wolf, trying to keep up. Josek was too little to join us; just a babe in arms and never far from my mother’s side. We kicked a rag ball around in the long grass, rode the tough little ponies of the Polish plain, splashed each other and swam in the cool, brown water of the river, dappled with trailing willows.


In the mornings, as the sun climbed lazily into the blue, we would sit in my uncle’s workshop at the front of the little yellow-painted house in the market square. He was a shoesmith and I can still smell the leather and hear the steady tap-tap of his awl as he crafted the boots that our people had made for generations. They were tall and elegant, in rich mahogany colours or glistening black, ordered by the army or sold on consignment to wealthy riders. Uncle had been a handsome young man – I remember the photographs – but now he was an elder of the town, with a beard to match. He had status; we boys knew that. But when he measured our feet among the leather scraps and the gleaming lasts, all that was forgotten and he’d tickle us and express amazement at how big our feet were.


Another of my uncles was a butcher and he had a fine horse that he used to pull his meat cart. Sometimes he’d let us ride the animal through the town square, with its huge synagogue that looked like a castle to me.


Beyond the square the bustle of the town reminded us of home, but it was different. They were our people, of our faith and our past, but they were also the inhabitants of a magic land. I had known them all, ever since I could remember, because we saw them every summer. I last saw them when I was eleven. And I never saw them again.


The Garden of Eden had a name – it was Wodzislaw, eighty kilometres from my home, lying between the rivers Oder and Vistula. The water us kids splashed in was one of the several tributaries that ran through Wodzislaw, probably the Lesnica or Zawadka, I can’t remember now. The meteorological office will tell you that its rainiest month is July, but that’s not how I remember it. The sun always shone – on the synagogue built there in 1826, on the Christian monastery founded by Duke Wladyslaw of Opole centuries before, even on the otherwise grim derricks of the coal mines.


People have a stereotypical image of Jews as city-dwellers, urbanites scurrying the streets in search of a buck. The most famous Jew in English literature is Shylock and he came from Venice, in Shakespeare’s day the most thriving marketplace in the world (and that at a time when there weren’t any Jews in England). But when I was growing up in Poland there were Jews in all walks of life – or at least there were, before those walks were closed to us. My mother’s people in Wodzislaw were country people. One of my aunts was Lima Novarsky. Her first name means flower and she got on famously with her landlady, a Christian Pole. Another of my aunts kept a mill. Wodzislaw may have been granted the status of a city under the Magdeburg Laws of the Middle Ages, but it was really just a country town; all my Wodzislaw relatives kept animals – sheep, goats, chickens.


For three or four weeks every year we ran in the grass of this Eden, and for us, at the time, the greatest of all misfortunes was that at the end of the holiday we had to go home.


Home was Bedzin, a town on the banks of the Przemsza River that ran into the Vistula. Its first mention in the history books came a little before my time; in 1301 it was a fishing village and acquired its city status fifty-odd years later under the same Magdeburg Rights that elevated Wodzislaw. What dominated the old city’s skyline was the castle of Kazimerz the Great. It started out as a wooden fortress on a hill but Kazimerz rebuilt it in stone, with a circular keep and walls four metres thick and twelve metres high. It was there, on the hill over the Przemsza, to guard the Polish border against the constant eastward sweep of the Silesians. In the Middle Ages, the town had fairs and was an important trading post in the south of Poland; so important that the Silesians and later the Swedes did their best to burn it to the ground.


But it was the other building on the Bedzin skyline that coloured my life more than I realised, a building that is not there today: the great synagogue. The first Jews are recorded in the village long before the synagogue. They were there in 1226, worked the land and paid taxes to the Christian Church. By the fourteenth century they had turned to trade and money-lending, of which the Church officially disapproved. Under King Wladislaw I, Jews were given rights and equal status with the Christians of Bedzin, but gradually a change took place. In the twelfth century the general message from Gentile governments was: ‘You have no right to live among us as Jews’; by the sixteenth century, it was changing to: ‘You have no right to live among us.’ In 1538 Jews had to wear yellow hats as a mark of their ‘difference’.


But the Jews prospered and the arrival of new economies in the nineteenth century saw the advent of coal mining and tin production. By then, Bedzin was Russian and the world had turned. Historians have described Poland as a ‘political football’, kicked around by stronger countries just as us lads kicked our rag ball in the alleyways of the town. The 1897 Russian census records that Bedzin had a 51% Jewish population; by 1921, in the years before I was born, this figure had risen to 62%.


There had been a synagogue on the hill below the castle since the seventeenth century, but the building I remember was built in 1881. There was another one and, in my grandfather’s time, more than eighty prayer houses. I was born into a vibrant, if poor, Jewish community and the great synagogue, recently rebuilt in the year of my birth, was the only one in southern Poland designed and decorated by Jews. Chaim Hanft was the architect – I can still see the huge exit door with its gleaming brass. Mosze Apelboin painted the vast fresco that filled the east wall with colour; Szmul Cygler daubed his unmistakeable style to the west. It was folk art, the art of a people who had made Bedzin their own, and it portrayed the ancient history of those people – I remember the animals marching two by two into the Ark with Noah. As the writer Josef Harif put it, Bedzin was ‘a characteristic Jewish city with characteristic Jews, Jews hammered on a steel foundation, born in sanctity to maintain their Yiddishkeit [Jewishness] until the time of the Messiah.’


Yet even in the decade of my birth, Bedzin was a town of contrasts. There were different sounds ringing in the streets, and not just from the ghost of the rabbi’s assistant Abram Kaplan, whose booming voice echoed down the alleyways around the great synagogue ‘Sha! Sha!’ – ‘Quiet! Quiet!’ In the old town the dialect was harsh and guttural, like the German spoken in Vienna. In the newer areas that stretched along the river, newcomers spoke a softer Polish, Yiddish and Czech. It was a city of wealth – powerful business leaders like the Furstenberg family employed hundreds – and a city of the desperately poor, like the beggarwoman called Crazy Sara who froze to death in the streets in the grim ice of my second winter.


The non-Jews were Catholic Poles with their church on the hill and Silesian Germans, a reminder that Bedzin had, at various times in its past, belonged to Prussia, Tsarist Russia and the Austro-Hungarian empire of the Hapsburgs. At home we spoke Yiddish, Polish, German and even, although we found it funny and didn’t really understand it, a little of the English my father had picked up in London.


Today you have to go on-line to see the places I remember. Kazimerz’s castle is there still, as a ruin, but it was a ruin when I was a kid. I remember the old market square, with its cattle, its horses, its chickens and the coloured awnings of the stalls. When I was four they knocked down the nineteenth-century railway station and built a new one, all flat roofs and modern detailing, in the best tradition of the Art Deco movement that was sweeping all Europe. The Third of May Square had a huge Art Deco statue in the centre of its tree-lined circle, a naked woman reaching into the clouds. There were trams and buses, trucks and the occasional car to remind us all that the twentieth century was here. And alongside them plodded the little ponies shackled to their carts, reminding us of an older Bedzin, an older culture smiling at us from the safety of a thousand years.


But most of all, in the faded photographs and the flashes of my memory, what comes back is Number 77 Modzejowska Street and the courtyard there. This is where I came into this world on 1 September 1926. All my life – all everybody’s life – is a series of chances, of maybes, of what ifs. One of these surrounded my birth – I could have been born in London and for me there would have been no Holocaust, no destruction, none of the horrors that sometimes still come to me in the night.


My father was Lejbus Pewnik and he was born in 1892. Poland then was Russian and under the Tsar Alexander III there had been pogroms against the Jews – systematic, if sporadic, attacks backed by the Tsar’s government and carried out by the Cossacks and the police. My grandfather died of cholera around the turn of the century – the dates are vague in my mind now – and my father went West, to England. Exactly why is not clear, but it was probably to avoid conscription into the Tsar’s army – the Russian steamroller that would later break down in the marshes of Tannenberg and Galicia.


My father’s sister was already in London, a city that represented a freedom the Poles had never known, at least not in living memory. There was a Jewish ‘ghetto’ in Whitechapel and Spitalfields and journalists like S Gelberg and Jack London described life there in the early years of the last century – ‘Kosher restaurants abound in it; kosher butcher shops are clustered in thick bunches in its most hopeless parts (seven of them at the junction of Middlesex Street and Wentworth Street) . . . “Weiber! Weiber! Leimische Beigel!” sing out the women . . . and long after the shadows have lengthened . . . they are still vouching their own lives or the kindness of Shem Yisborach [God] to Israel for the quality of their wares.’


But Whitechapel had become the most famous Jewish community in London only because of the crimes of Jack the Ripper in 1888. My father lived in the more affluent and less well-documented Stamford Hill. Today Stamford Hill has the largest Hasidic community in Europe, often called the ‘square mile of piety’ because of all the strict Orthodox Jews walking to and from their synagogues. One school in the area has recently refused to study Shakespeare because of his anti-Semitic views.


It wasn’t quite like that in my father’s time. Stamford Hill wasn’t a ghetto like Whitechapel, and London was the largest, most cosmopolitan city in the world. He never quite fitted in; ‘The pavements weren’t kosher,’ he used to say, and the whole family knew what he meant. The twist of fate – the what-might-have-been – happened again and my father got a letter from his mother, Ruchla-Lea. Her other son, my Uncle Moyshe – the tailor from Szopoenice, near Katowice – wasn’t being any help and the old lady was finding it difficult to look after herself back in Bedzin. She asked my father to come home.


I’m not exactly sure when this was. If it was after the Great War, then Russia had become convulsed in her own internal revolution and the children of Bedzin no longer had to offer prayers for the Tsar. If it was before the Great War, the threat of conscription had gone and Bedzin was under German control between August 1914 and the signing of the Armistice.


There is a studio portrait of my father taken at about the time of his return to Poland. He is a good-looking man, perhaps early twenties, with a stiff, starched shirt collar and highly polished shoes. He looks quite serious, as befitted his status in the community by the time I was born, but there is just the hint of a smile playing around his lips. I sometimes think he would need all his sense of humour bringing me up. What is odd is his suit – the jacket, worn open to show his waistcoat and watch-chain – looks too big for him. This is odd because my father was a tailor – in fact, he was a member of the Master Tailors’ Association. Perhaps it was just the fashion at the time.


My father married his first wife soon after he came back to Bedzin. Many years later there were rumours in the family that she had died giving birth to their daughter Hendla, but this wasn’t true. They must have divorced because I remember the woman. We didn’t have anything to do with her, but I knew who she was. It was one of those things that happen in devout Orthodox families. There was probably a scandal of some kind and no one spoke of her again. My grandmother Ruchla-Lea, who lived with us at 77 Modzejowska Street, was the source of these stories, but she told them quietly, furtively even, as bedtime stories by candlelight. Hendla lived with us – she would have been about five years older than me, I suppose – and her mother visited her own sister in our apartment block. Inevitably she’d talk to Hendla as well. I seem to remember she married a shopkeeper in a nearby town, but it’s all rather a blur now, one of the many shadows of my past.


My mother was Fajgla, a kind woman who was always, as they say nowadays, there for me. She was a good mother; most Jewish mothers are. I didn’t realise it at the time but I was probably her favourite. Or perhaps because of the kind of kid I became she had to spend more time and energy defending me – it sometimes seemed that way. She wore her sheitel sometimes, but she wasn’t as deeply religious as my father. Nathan was the eldest, two years older than me. We had that love–hate relationship that brothers close in age often have. Our temperaments were totally different and we spent the rest of our lives fighting and quarrelling. Did I love him, underneath all that? Of course; he was my brother. And blood, in Jewish communities especially, is thicker than water.


If I am vague about my other siblings it’s because I never had the chance to get to know them as people. Hendla was lovely, kind and intelligent. She was never a bossy big sister, perhaps because she knew that that wouldn’t work. Chana was pretty too – I was six when she was born. My other brothers were Majer, three years my junior, Wolf, born in 1935, and Josek, born three years later. That was the family unit – grandmother Ruchla-Lea, father Lejbus, mother Fajgla and us kids.


I suppose you’d say the Pivniks were climbing the social ladder in the Thirties. We had a radio and took a regular newspaper. Father’s was Yiddish; mother and Hendla read a Polish paper. My grandfathers on both sides had been pedlars, men who walked the roads for hours with a horse and cart and often little to show for their efforts. The one who didn’t die of cholera drowned one dark night coming home from a farm. He took a short cut he thought he knew and fell into the river. He was fifty-three. But my father was a tailor, a member of a respectable profession, and that gave us artisan status. His workshop, full of bolts of cloth and spools of thread and those huge, heavy scissors you don’t see much now, stood across the cobbled courtyard from our house at Number 77. He worked six days a week, making suits, shooting jackets and skirts. My Uncle Moyshe in Szopoenice, with his bushy eyebrows and twinkling eyes, specialised in uniforms for officials. In those days everybody in Poland wore a uniform – postmen, railwaymen, policemen, firemen. Even the odd NCO or officer from the nearby army barracks came in with a special order – parade uniforms, or full dress for the proudest army in Europe, with its history stretching back to Marshal Poniatowski and his Lancers of the Vistula.


I can still hear the hum of my father’s shop. Mother, Hendla, Nathan and sometimes even I would work there when demand was heavy or father was away consulting the rabbi. We only had one machine; the other had to be sold to pay for the time I spent in a sanatorium with a bad chest. Nathan had a job of his own, but when he could, he’d rattle all over town on his smart racing bicycle, delivering my father’s handiwork. And I can remember the flats where we lived and the courtyard around which a little community had developed long before I was born. The apartments were largely flat-roofed, in the French style, and ours had two good-sized rooms and a kitchen. I slept with Nathan in one bed and our parents shared their bed with the smaller boys. In the other room (actually the kitchen), Hendla and Chana shared with grandmother Ruchla. By the standards of today it was crowded and in a way, I suppose, it prepared us for what was to follow.


We may have been ‘upwardly mobile’, as they say now, but we could never have afforded to buy the apartment. Father rented it from Mr Rojecki, a Gentile Pole who lived on the first floor over the archway that opened into the courtyard with his wife and bachelor brother. He had no children, but he did have two little dogs. I don’t know what breed they were, but they always seemed to be cold, shivering in their short hair in the savage Polish winters.


Mr Rojecki was a very large man, it seemed to me as a child. He was a Catholic and a member, I realise now, of a right-wing political group in the town. Despite this, he was kind to all Jews and fiercely protective of his tenants round the courtyard. He encouraged Nathan and I in what became a passion for us both. In the loft above his flat was a pigeons’ nest and Rojecki let us build a coop for them. There was something about pigeons – the softness of their feathers when you stroke them and the gentle cooing that brings a quiet comfort.


On the ground floor there was a grocery shop, I remember, and father used one of the windows to advertise his wares. Another shop in the courtyard sold canvas for sack-making and opposite was the horse-dealer Piekowski’s premises. He sometimes supplied horses for the artillery based in the town and he also made steel hawsers for industry.


I suppose our courtyard was a thriving cottage industry, always busy, full of coal-bunkers and children. Everybody had kids, except Rojecki, and I played with them all – conkers and football, splashing in the puddles, sliding on the ice. Three or four houses down was a pub, where they served food, peas and beans, as well as beer. It was the sort of community where everybody knew everybody else, united in faith and the struggle to survive the harsh economics of the poverty-stricken Thirties. At the pub there was a slate, and regulars paid when they could; never on Saturdays.


Looking back, three things dominated my childhood in Bedzin. The first was family, which, like everybody else, I took for granted until it was too late to relish its importance. The second was religion and the third was education.


Before my time the last two had gone hand in hand. Alongside the great synagogue stood the great academy, the house of study built in 1859 where the devout would go every day to learn and pray. In the Jewish faith there are prayers for every minute of the day, based on the psalms of King David. When I came home from school, my father would say, ‘Sit down. We’ll say a prayer together.’ In my grandfather’s time, Reb Abram Litwik was the organiser of the tailors and he would recite psalms on their behalf in the academy – ‘Happy are those who dwell in Your house . . .’ He was always the last to leave.


In those days, every four-year-old boy studied in the heder, a sort of religious primary school in which they learned ‘the book’ – the teachings of the Talmud and the Torah. The learning was by rote and woe betide the boy who failed to learn. By my day, things had relaxed, partly because there were actually slightly fewer Jews in Bedzin by the Thirties and partly because of a charismatic teacher called Yoshua Rapaport. He came from Warsaw and was one of the most inspiring teachers of his generation. We take our teachers for granted, whatever our race, religion or generation. I never appreciated Mr Rapaport – he was Principal of my school and a lofty figure, someone I was even a little afraid of. He certainly didn’t suffer fools gladly but he opened up education for all of us. A keen sportsman himself, he introduced games into the curriculum as well as setting up the first orchestra in the town.


The school I went to was what today you’d call a state primary. We sang songs in the morning and had hour-long lessons, broken up into subjects like Geography and Maths, metalwork and woodwork. The language was Polish and the teachers were Christian. Katschinska was the name of my teacher in Class Three, the last time I ever sat in a classroom. We all had to wear a uniform. It was dark blue with a green stripe down the trousers and little round, green-trimmed caps. The teachers would inspect us, believing, as former generations had, that cleanliness was next to godliness. They checked our ears, our necks and made sure that our white shirt collars were stiff and starched. And we were given slippers to wear indoors, because the school was new, with central heating and floors polished like glass. You couldn’t risk outdoor boots on floors like that. I liked gardening best. No doubt the school gave it a grand name like horticulture, but it was gardening nonetheless. Each class had its own plot and we’d compete with each other, growing flowers, tomatoes and radishes. I liked the earth, the fresh air, the sun. I was less keen on blackboards and chalk, on ‘Answer this; do that!’ Of course, school was designed to make men of us, but – as it turned out – a completely different sort of institution, one unimaginable to Mr Rapaport and Miss Katschinska, would do that.


At lunchtime we’d all go home, to the courtyard at 77 in my case, perhaps taking the opportunity on the way for a little illicit football in the backstreets, what I now refer to as my ‘social functions’. My father took a keen interest in my education, testing me on what I had learned, but his real interest lay in the afternoon lessons I went to. These were Hebrew and religious classes, held not in the school or the synagogue but in private houses. There were twenty-five boys to a class and the teacher and his helper would instruct us in the mysteries of our faith. Father would test me every Saturday and if I hesitated or didn’t know, I’d feel the back of his hand or his belt.


I can see my father now – a careful, precise little man with a neatly trimmed beard. If he didn’t kick a ball around with us or play conkers, that didn’t mean he wasn’t a good father. He was. Times have changed. ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child’ was the dictum of his generation all across Europe. And I can remember sitting on the floor in wonder as he told us the great stories of Noah and the Flood; of Joshua and Jericho and all the history that had been handed down to a proud people, those chosen by God. It was my mother and Hendla who actually helped me with my homework and the only books I remember at home were religious ones.


Time and again I come back to the sad conclusion that I was just a naughty boy. I’d go to the pictures – there were three cinemas in Bedzin – and I loved cowboy films and Tarzan with Johnny Weissmuller, yodelling his way through the jungle. That was fine – perfectly acceptable behaviour – but we’d also smash windows with our football and pinch fruit from Mr Rojecki. I can remember one lady with a large, funny hat. When you’re a little boy and it is snowing and there is a lady with a funny hat . . . well, I’m sorry to say she became a target for our snowballs and I’m sorry for that now. I had a pair of steel-bladed skates and a group of us would chase carts (which wasn’t much of a challenge) and trams (which was downright lethal – one of us boys lost an arm doing that). More than once we were chased by the police. Who knows, today I’d probably have an ASBO!


Whenever I was caught, I’d feel my father’s belt – it was the way it was. My mother would intervene, as mothers will, trying to soften the blows. If she could have taken them for me, I’m sure she would. Whenever there was an issue – my behaviour or anything else – my father would consult the book. He had a standing in our community; people in trouble would come to him and he’d talk to them, hour after hour in the workshop as he sat cross-legged, stitching away. If he couldn’t provide an answer, if the book came up short, he’d go to see the rabbi or spend time in the stiebel, the prayer room.


There was a time – I must have been about eleven – when Hendla told us all that she wanted to go to Palestine. For centuries the Jews of the Diaspora had longed for their promised land – Canaan, that flowed, the Bible tells us, with milk and honey. That natural homeland was Palestine, then lived in by Arabs and administered by the British, still the most powerful empire-builders in the world. Young Jews and Jewesses wanted to go there to found a Jewish state and Bedzin, like all Jewish communities, had its social clubs and youth organisations, from all colours of the political rainbow and Hendla had joined one. It was called Gordonia and Nathan was a member too. They wore blue scarves with a distinctive ring, talked about Palestine and tried to learn Hebrew. There was supposed to be a period of preparation for a year before going to Palestine; this was called Hachshara. The actual emigration, which thousands of Jews had undergone by the 1930s, was Aliyah. But farming? In the desert? It made little sense to my parents who were probably afraid she’d get mixed up with Gentiles, eat treif (non-kosher food) and get herself pregnant. I didn’t understand this – I’d never seen Hendla with a boy, perhaps because I was too young to join the youth club. The bottom line was that, mystery of mysteries, Hendla didn’t play football; we just weren’t on the same wavelength! Hendla never had the chance to go to Palestine, although father pestered the rabbi about it.


So this was my childhood. Bedzin had its problems, of course. If you read the local papers from the late Thirties, it’s full of friction – punch-ups at the general assembly of the Talmud Torah; people calling each other ‘scoundrels’ and shaking their fists. There was even a fight in the precincts of the synagogue. The editorial conclusion in one edition reads ‘Let us have peace in our city.’


But I was twelve; I knew nothing of this. To me, it was all about football and the garden plot and the horse-manure smell of the courtyard of Number 77 and Mr Rojecki’s shivering little dogs and the cooing of the pigeons. Above all, it was all about that sacred ground of my mother’s people at Wodzislaw – the pines, the river, the bread, the cheese. The Garden of Eden.


But somebody else had the idea of a Garden of Eden too. He was a Bavarian ex-corporal who had joined a right-wing organisation in Germany soon after the Great War. The only problem was that he wanted to set up his Garden of Eden in somebody else’s country.


Mine.
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The World Turned Upside Down


I don’t celebrate my birthday any more. I haven’t for a long time. Not since 1 September 1939, because that was the day the Germans invaded Poland. I don’t remember whether I got any presents – I suppose I must have done. Times were hard but mother was used to juggling the family finances and my parents would never have disappointed me. I remember it was a Friday, a warm day in late summer, the skies above Bedzin a cloudless blue. School had not yet opened for the autumn term – that would happen on Monday – so my friends and I were playing around in the street. Who was there? I don’t remember precisely, but it was probably Yitzhak Wesleman, Jurek and the three Gutsek boys. Somebody probably had a football. Somebody always did; but somehow, this day was different.


It wasn’t that I was thirteen – we didn’t have the word or the concept of being a teenager then. Whatever it was had nothing to do with us and yet we got caught up in it. Something was happening down at the huge army barracks near the railway station. People were heading over there, scurrying along the pavements in twos and threes, talking in murmurs, their faces serious, their eyes bright. We followed them.


I had always liked watching the soldiers, before soldiers came to mean something else to me. Our local regiment was the 23rd Light Artillery, still, like most of the army in Poland in those days, horse drawn. Us boys would watch them parading in the square, their shiny boots clattering on the cobbles, their uniforms khaki-brown with green collar patches and gleaming buttons and badges. They clashed out of town on manoeuvres from time to time, the horses hauling the painted guns and the wheels rattling over the stones.


Today, though, it didn’t seem the same. The spit and polish was gone and there was what looked to me, even as a thirteen-year-old, to be nothing but desperation and panic. We couldn’t see much beyond the fringe of onlookers. We asked some adults what was happening; why all the fuss? We’d all seen soldiers pulling out on manoeuvres before. War games. It was what soldiers did. I can remember the answer to this day. One man turned to us, looking down from his years of grim experience. He told us that the Germans had invaded. We looked at each other, uncomprehending. He tried again, saying that the war has started. Nothing. He shrugged and gave up in disgust. No doubt he muttered the cliché of every generation about the youth of today.


I suppose we stayed there until late morning, watching the comings and goings, listening to the creak of leather, the snorts and whinnies of the horses and the rattle of metal, the shouted commands. A little before midday the enormous barrack gates were thrown back and the regiment marched out. There was no band, there were no flags. Some people in the small crowd cheered, clapped and waved. The soldiers looked grim, focused, staring straight ahead.


We watched the last limber turn the corner out of the square and went back to the football we’d been playing before all this distracted us. The noise dawned on us only slowly; a distant rumble like thunder in the far-off Carpathians was getting louder. Sometimes, above our shouts or the thud of our boots on the rag ball, there were distant bangs and booms. We’d heard nothing like this before, any of us. But now we knew the war was coming to Bedzin. And nothing would ever be the same again.
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