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Author’s Note


This book is written as far as possible in my father’s own words, drawn from many hours of tape-recorded conversations and transcribed interviews which took place over many years. Haltingly at first, Dad eventually told me a full account of how he survived his extraordinary war years. I then set out to corroborate as much of it as I could through extensive additional interviews and research.


A key eye-witness to the seminal event, the escape itself, was his cousin Heniek. So in that spirit I have let him start the story. Heniek was in my dad’s ‘gang’. Unprompted and unsolicited, while we were both in the offices of the Jewish community in Lodz, Heniek’s description of that day at the ghetto perimeter was almost identical to my father’s account of how this scarcely believable adventure began. It was key to spurring me to investigate my father’s story further.


Either on tape or in contemporary or near contemporary notes, I recorded everything Dad told me about his life and conditions in Poland before the war, about this journey away from there and finally what happened after he reached England, right up to the time of the divorce. Is every single word in this book exactly as he relayed it to me? No, it is not. For one thing, Dad could not remember the names of everyone he met en route. I had to give them names. The dialogue between the individuals who appear in the book reflects the content of conversations Dad recalled having, but the language is mine. However, all the key events I have described are events Dad remembered. If there is a gloss, it is the gloss of interpretation.
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Heniek










I


 


There were three of us. We were a team. A gang. A tight clique. Not a band of brothers, but a band of two brothers with a cousin thrown in. Our mothers were sisters.


Chaim and Israel Herszman (pronounced ‘Hershman’) were the brothers. I was the cousin. My full Jewish name was Avrum-Hersh Lewkowicz, but at the time almost everyone who knew me, Jew and Christian, family, friend or foe, called me by my given Polish tag, which was ‘Heniek’. ‘Srulek’ was the popular form of lsrael’s name, but Chaim, well, he was always Chaim, so that’s easy enough.


We lived in western Poland, in Lodz, then the country’s second city, a grimy, factory-filled, polyglot textile town frequently referred to as the Manchester of Poland. Some thought that a little unkind to Manchester. Lodz was not too far from the border with Germany. Not far enough as it turned out. On 1 September 1939, the German Army crossed the Polish border at multiple points, Danzig was attacked, and the Second World War was underway. Seven days later, an enormous swastika flew over Lodz town hall.


Up until just before the war started, the Lewkowicz and Herszman families lived in the same house, at 15 Zagajnikowa (pronounced ‘Zaganicova’). We lived there longer than anywhere else I can remember. Consequently, in the intervening years, whenever I thought about Poland, which was not often, this is the place that came to mind as home. It was a mixed house in a mixed neighbourhood – that is to say, a house of twelve flats inhabited by Jews and Catholics, in a neighbourhood where Jews, Catholics and who knew what else lived cheek by jowl.


Number 15 was a large, visibly dilapidated two-storey building owned by Mirla Blumowicz, formerly Cendrowicz, our mother’s mother, my grandma. A widow since 1902, she had been married to Nachman Blumowicz, an enterprising man who had established a portfolio of properties and businesses that allowed Mirla to live comfortably on the income they generated.


Mirla let her daughters and their families live at number 15 rent free. Mind you, it wasn’t easy to find anybody, family member or no, willing to hand over money for the privilege of being there. In fact, a few months before the war started the municipal authorities in Lodz said number 15 had to be abandoned because it was no longer fit for human habitation. Everyone had to move out. I believe most of the tenants, including us, ended up in places also owned by Grandma. The majority went to Baluty, the district at the heart of the city’s main Jewish quarter, about three kilometres from Zagajnikowa. The Herszmans got a flat on Wawelska, and we were not that far away on Zielna.


Mirla also lived on Zagajnikowa but in another house she owned further down the street. She stayed put for a while after we all left number 15. Finally, when the war started, she came to stay with us in Baluty. Mirla’s somewhat diminutive stature belied a giant rasping tongue, as sharp as a crocodile’s teeth. Her nickname was ‘Beelzebubska’. This was meant affectionately, usually, and owed much to the fact that whatever was on her mind she just said it out loud and with no obvious attempt to spare the feelings of the listener, adult or child, rich man or poor. The concept of sugar-coating and Grandma were on permanently divergent paths.


The Lewkowicz family consisted of my dad Moishe, my mum Liba-Sura, big brother Yehuda, little sister Rutka and, of course, me, making five in total. We were on the ground floor at number 15. The Herszmans were in the flat immediately above us. The grown-ups in the Herszman family were Uncle Chil and Aunt Chaja-Sura and, with a final tally of six children, they were a noisy bunch. I’m sorry, but even at the time I could never remember the names of all the Herszman offspring. There were three girls. Nathan, Chaim and Srulek, the boys, were the ones I knocked about with, played football with and did all the other things that were truly important in our lives.


Among the youngsters in our neighbourhood, Chaim, Srulek and I were known collectively as the ‘Holy Trinity’. This name was the invention of Cesek Karbowski, a Catholic boy who was a great friend of Chaim’s. The Karbowskis also lived at number 15. Cesek had been present one day when the three of us, the cousins, were discussing whether or not we should adopt a name and, if so, what it might be. Cesek said the Holy Trinity was the obvious choice, and when he explained what it meant to the majority Catholic population of Poland, the irony of three little Jews using such a revered Catholic concept to refer to themselves was completely and instantly irresistible. It stuck. Mind you, if I ever referred to the existence or activities of the Holy Trinity by name in the presence of my parents, a vigorous shellacking would usually swiftly follow. They didn’t get the joke or, if they did, they emphatically did not like it.


Chaim and I sat next to each other in the same class at the Jewish school on Magistracka Street. There was no question Chaim and I were close, but in the Holy Trinity there was always a special bond between the brothers. I never tried to break, weaken or loosen it, not least because I knew I couldn’t. As an operational unit we all got along just fine.


There had been some talk of us asking Chaim’s older brother Nathan to join the gang. Chaim was absolutely devoted to and hero-worshipped him. However, Nathan was that bit older, and it was plain he really didn’t want to get too involved in ‘kids’ stuff’, as he saw it. Despite this, difficulties with Srulek arose, Chaim would ask Nathan to give an opinion or advice, and whatever that opinion or advice was it became a definitive ruling. Neither Chaim nor Srulek would argue with Nathan, so he was sort of a shadow member of the gang. The main upside of Nathan not actually being a member was we never had to think of a new and similarly irreverent or amusing name for what would have become a gang of four. Maybe we would have had to insult a completely different religion.


Polish was the everyday language of the Holy Trinity, as it was at home and school, but, naturally, practically every Polish Jew I knew, me included, also spoke Yiddish. This was because Yiddish had been the communal language of the Jews in Poland for the thousand or so years we’d been there, although I gathered some of the wealthier and the assimilated Jews refused to speak our historic tongue even if they knew it. My mum and dad said, leaving aside the poor lost souls who were assimilated and trying not to be Jews, the rejection of Yiddish for everyday use was usually more about snobbery and social climbing than it was about rejecting the faith. Since I had no contact with either wealthy or assimilated Jews, this was never an issue for me. What did I care what language people spoke or why? If we could communicate with each other, I was fine with that.


When the Holy Trinity was out on the street, if we needed to speak in code and there were no other Jewish kids in the vicinity, we would often talk to each other in Yiddish. We needed to be careful if Germans were around. The closeness of the Yiddish and German language meant the smarter ones could sometimes catch the drift of a conversation even if they didn’t get it all. There had been a few awkward moments when a German boy worked out what we were up to.


When I say a ‘German boy’, I am generally referring to a descendant of German settlers, most of whom had come to Lodz towards the end of the nineteenth century when it was a textile boomtown at the westernmost edge of the Russian Empire. By 1939, ethnic Germans made up about a third of the entire population of the city, so we were completely accustomed to Germans in the flesh. Several of the Holy Trinity’s good friends came from German families. We played football with Germans and Catholic Poles all the time. They couldn’t be blamed for what the idiot adults in their lives were doing or believed. Football transcended the trivial concerns of what passed for politics in Poland in the 1930s.


Of course, the great bulk of the Jews in Lodz were also Poles, but we always thought of ourselves and talked about ourselves first as Jews, simply to distinguish us from Poles who were not Jews. It didn’t mean we were any less patriotic or cared any less about the fate of Poland. Jews had helped create modern Poland, had fought and died for it. Referring to ourselves as Jews was just shorthand, at least it was as far as I was concerned.


 


Chaim had been born in Zyrardow (pronounced ‘Jeerardoof’), not far from Warsaw, whereas Srulek and I were Lodzers soup to nuts. Born in April 1928, Srulek was the baby of the trio. His nickname was ‘Little Srulek’. He wasn’t always happy about that. Occasionally, when we had to introduce ourselves to strangers, calling him Little Srulek struck them as being absolutely hilarious, because none of us were what you would call over-endowed in the height department, even among others of the same vintage. Pronounced shortness was part of our common genetic inheritance.


I was the next oldest, having arrived in September 1926. Chaim was at the top of the chronological tree, if only by five months. He made his debut on the planet Earth in April 1926, on Hitler’s birthday – the twentieth of that month.


As Hitler loomed larger and larger in the lives of everyone living in Poland, but particularly in the lives of the Jews, more information about him became known. This obviously included information about his birthday. When Srulek and I, and everyone else in the family, at school and in our broader social circle, made the connection between Hitler and Chaim, it caused a mixture of schadenfreude-tinged raucous merriment and low-level bemusement, or, alternatively, anxiety that it betokened some kind of evil omen. All the Jews I knew then were deeply superstitious. All the Jews I have ever known were deeply superstitious.


Yet with Chaim there was zero ambiguity, zero amusement and definitely no merriment when it came to his link with the Führer. He hated it. Kids are easily embarrassed. They don’t want to be different, at least not in any way that might help someone poke fun at them, particularly if it is felt to be unjust. Chaim became quite obsessed with suppressing any knowledge of his real birthday and concocted all kinds of complicated evasions and untruths to conceal it. At a rational level Chaim must have known sharing a birthday with someone was a completely meaningless coincidence, but where is it written that everyone, kids included, always has to be rational about everything?


Before the war, we were all members of Hashomer-Hatzair, a secular Zionist youth group, a bit like the Boy Scouts only it was decidedly left wing, with boys and girls participating on the same basis. We all looked forward to helping build a socialist homeland and paradise for the Jews in Palestine. Hashomer-Hatzair organised camps and other activities where, apart from learning about socialism, we were taught the practical skills our leaders thought would be useful when we eventually went to the Promised Land. These practical skills were soon going to double as survival skills.


After the German Army arrived in Lodz, on 8 September 1939, things immediately started getting bad, very bad, for every kind of Pole, be they Jew or Christian. For the Christian Poles, it was terrible; for the Jews, it was horrific. We quickly realised the stories that had been coming out of Germany, Austria and elsewhere about the way the Nazis treated Jews were not just propaganda or the product of a newspaper reporter’s fevered imagination. That was what we’d often been told by supposedly worldly-wise adults, although it is possible they were only trying to shield us from the ugly truth.


What we saw and heard on the streets was now our present and indeterminate future. Nothing had prepared us for the scale of the ferocious, random brutality. The writing was not so much on the wall as painted in vivid, blood-red, mile-high letters in the sky.


At the time the ‘big thing’ happened, Chaim was nearly fourteen, I was thirteen and a half, and Srulek was almost twelve. What did that make our average age? Too young. But there is never really a right age for what we witnessed or were party to back then. Today we say ‘shit happens’. That expression doesn’t get anywhere near capturing the awfulness of it all.


There’s something about Srulek you need to know. It will help you to better understand what was going on when the big thing took place, maybe even explain what caused it or at any rate contributed to it, because to this day I am still not clear about the precise causal chain or what weight or importance to attach to any individual part of it.


Srulek had a club foot. This gave him a slightly twisted, foreshortened leg and a limp. It singled him out. Chaim insisted on Little Srulek being in our gang so he, or rather ‘we’, could keep an eye on him, look after and protect him, be his guardian angels. I have a suspicion Nathan had insisted Chaim take on this duty, maybe even suggested he form the gang with me in the first place, as a way of disguising its essentially protective purpose in respect of Srulek. We had to be a trio not a duo. I didn’t have a problem with that even if it could sometimes be a bit of a pain. I liked Srulek’s defiant determination not to let his disability get in the way.


Neither Chaim nor I could bear to see Srulek being abused or bullied because of his leg, so on the street or in the parks, where much of our lives were lived, we frequently and instinctively formed a defensive barrier to counter any verbal or physical attacks on him. Street life for kids in Lodz could be rough, and gangs were a big part of it.


Next important piece of information. All of the Holy Trinity had light complexions and light-coloured hair. None of us looked obviously Jewish or wore clothes or insignia that broadcast our religious affiliations. On the contrary, if you galloped by on horseback, or even stood close up, you would imagine we were just another bunch of urchins from Polish or German backgrounds and therefore, if you thought about it further or at all, probably Catholic or some sort of Christian. There were many Protestants in Lodz, mainly Germans, but the Jews, or at least this bit of juvenile Lodz Jewry, tended to eschew fine theological distinctions and refer to everyone who wasn’t Jewish as ‘Catholic’.


In theory, everyone knew not all Jews looked like the classic stereotype of a Jew, but unless there was a reason to enquire more deeply mostly people reacted instantly and instinctively to what was in front of their eyes. Outward appearances therefore mattered hugely, and in our case we all looked like, or could easily be mistaken for, goyim (gentiles). I have no doubt this helps explain the otherwise inexplicable: how Chaim survived past 1945.


Chaim had blue eyes and strikingly blond, almost white hair. If he hadn’t been such a skinny little short arse, he could easily have been a poster boy for the Nordic League. This was another reason why his birthday connection to Herr Hitler irked him. Chaim looked about as un-Jewish as it was possible to be. While he was also known as ‘Blondie’, his most commonly used nickname among our co-religionists was Yoisel, which in Yiddish means ‘Jesus’.


Even the Polish and German kids in our circle would call him Yoisel. Some got the gag, some didn’t. Chaim didn’t mind, or he accepted it as being inevitable, and he was definitely OK about using his looks to his advantage. But in no sense, other than in moments of extreme danger on the street, did I ever pick up even a whiff that he wanted to deny being a Jew or put distance between himself and his Jewishness.


Anyway, the point here was when the Holy Trinity was together roaming the city, Chaim, our leader, was emitting a strong aura of goyness that somehow enveloped and, more often than not, helped protect everyone around him, at least from being attacked by anti-Semites, of which there were many in those pre-war years. It didn’t mean we avoided all trouble on the street. Gangs of young Germans or Poles, or the odd gang containing both, could still come at us, intent on inflicting injuries or stealing from us, as they would any rival gang or bunch of unknowns whom they could overpower. We would still hurt, still bleed, still be deprived of any property the aggressors took. No one said life was fair for us Jews, even when we weren’t being attacked for being Jews!


Unfortunately, if the belligerent street gang we ran into were themselves Jews, perhaps looking for a bit of payback, it could get interesting. When this happened, and it happened quite a few times when we were outside our normal territories, we knew it was almost certainly Chaim’s looks that had attracted their attention. Here his appearance was working against us. His shock of almost white hair was like a klaxon. In these circumstances, to assert his status as a Jew, Chaim would immediately start cursing and speaking very loudly in Yiddish. That generally did the trick and diverted them. A peremptory or demanded flash of Chaim’s dick might nevertheless occasionally still be necessary to seal the deal. Sometimes all three of us would have to show them what we had. Very undignified, but better than a beating. Three circumcised penises hanging together could only mean one thing: Jews.


Sealing the deal in this way didn’t necessarily mean we always got away without being thumped, although I like to think if we were still smacked it wouldn’t be as comprehensively or viciously as might have been the case if our fellow Jews thought we actually were goyim. What probably annoyed or irked them was our non-Jewish appearances implied pathways from or out of the kind of persecution Jewish-looking Jews had to put up with on a daily basis. Several comments I heard suggested being a Jew who didn’t look like one was cheating: a cowardly contrivance adopted only to avoid their own unenviable fate.


Although we wanted to protect Little Srulek, the fact is he usually didn’t need much of what you might call ‘looking after’. Despite his bad leg and club foot, he was able to move fast when necessary. On the football field, he could sometimes dazzle, even if his movements were a little awkward. Srulek was also quick-witted and had the gift of the gab to talk his way out of trouble. Srulek and Chaim were very much alike in that regard. I like to think I did not do too badly myself.


No, it was often more a matter of Srulek being held back. For all his street smarts, the club foot and gammy leg had undeniably created an extra layer of chippiness which could easily and quickly translate into false bravado or recklessness – for example, when being patronised or teased about his deformity. Srulek was determined not to be sidelined or laughed at.


 


The Nazis eventually declared Baluty to be part of the core of what we all understood would become a sealed-off ghetto. Jews from other parts of the city and the surrounding area were required to go and live there. After murdering several prominent members of different Jewish leadership bodies and community organisations in Lodz, the Nazis had appointed Chaim Rumkowski as the top dog, or ‘Eldest of the Jews’ to give him his full, formal title. He was to be solely responsible for all Jewish affairs in the city, and for all communications between the Germans and the Jews. Rumkowski appointed a few advisers to help him, but really the ghetto was his show, at least as far as the soon to be incarcerated Jews were concerned.


As the ghetto got going, Rumkowski was responsible for making arrangements to accommodate the huge influx of newcomers, in terms of sorting out accommodation, distributing the all-important food rations and signing people up, children included, for various kinds of work in the many different factories that carried on at full tilt or were created to produce goods to help with the German war effort.


In an area of around four square kilometres, overcrowding was chronic and oppressive. According to the best available estimates before the war, there were about 60,000 Jews in Baluty. On the day the ghetto was finally sealed on 1 May 1940, there were more than 160,000. Over its four-year lifespan, the official records show more than 240,000 people lived there. The population would fluctuate from day-to-day according to the level of deportations and arrivals.


Rumkowski was also in charge of the ghetto hospital and an impressive range of the kind of civic and cultural activities you would associate with the functioning of any large settlement of human beings. There was a court, a prison and a police force made up entirely of Jews who lived in the ghetto. All were part of Rumkowski’s fiefdom.


A German order was issued requiring all Poles and any Aryans to vacate Baluty by the end of February 1940. I suppose Cesek Karbowksi and his family joined this exodus. I never saw him around Baluty after that. The Karbowksis wouldn’t have had a choice about leaving Baluty. And so it was that while most Jews in Poland and elsewhere in Europe would be obliged to up and carry what they could of their worldly possessions to a new home in a ghetto some distance from where they previously lived, by a twist of fate and pre-war municipal fiat the ghetto came to us.


When we realised we were going to be living in an official ghetto that would be sealed off, we talked about ditching the Holy Trinity brand name. Cesek was gone, so he’d never know, but we were sure he wouldn’t have minded. ‘Ghetto Commandos’ was put forward by Srulek as the replacement. I liked that, and while it might not have fitted our physical size or our years, somehow it matched our mood and the lion-sized shared sense of grievance and righteous mission. Yet, among the other Jewish kids from Lodz who were in the ghetto with us, our sacrilegious identity was already firmly implanted. For practical purposes, Holy Trinity it remained.


From the very beginning of the German occupation of Lodz, food, or the lack of it, became a constant source of worry and anxious chatter for both Poles and Jews but especially for the Jews. It quickly became clear to most Jews, that relying solely on the official, coupon-based handouts from the new ghetto bureaucrats was never going to be enough to keep body and soul together. Our families had managed to create a stockpile that was held in common, but it was pathetically small.


Hustling and trading for food within the ghetto had its risks, but before you could even do that you needed stuff with which to hustle and trade. The Lewkowiczs and Herszmans had little or nothing of that sort, and stealing from other ghetto residents was both difficult and wrong. Our parents forbade it, and the interdiction was sincerely meant and honoured by us. Largely.


A small number of heavily guarded and constantly patrolled official entry and exit points were established as, a bit at a time, the Nazis began a process of sealing-off the ghetto. In some places, this involved constructing a physical wall of stone, concrete, brick or wood, or putting up a high fence with barbed wire strung between stanchions. In others, at least temporarily, heavy-duty barbed wire was strung out in rolls between weighted posts.


If we were going to do anything to increase our store of food or tradeable goods in a significant way, we had to get into the city, which meant we needed to act soon. Who knew how solid or impenetrable the ghetto perimeter would become? Right then, it was clearly still porous, particularly where the rolls of barbed wire strung between the weighted posts remained the only physical delineator of the boundary.


Once a no-man’s-land was officially declared on both sides of the perimeter, it became an offence even to approach the fence, whether from inside or outside the ghetto. ‘Going to the wire’ became a euphemism for committing suicide, because you would be shot if you did. In its favour, it normally meant death was quick and clean. Nobody would ask too many questions about a dead Jew found near the fence inside the boundary, or indeed pretty much anywhere in the ghetto, neither would they normally trouble over a corpse found near the perimeter on the outside, as whoever it was would very likely have been trying to communicate with a Jew or engaged in smuggling. Both strictly verboten.


Nevertheless, it was quite obvious, even when looking at the rolls of wire from a distance, that while the hooks and barbs were large and would be vicious if they caught you, in lots of places the rolls were not that tightly packed. With care and maybe a stick, or heavy gloves or hand coverings to manipulate the strands, it ought not to be too difficult for small guys like us to negotiate a passage. The ghetto was buzzing with rumours of children and small women who were regularly doing just that. These rumours persisted, but we tended to discount them until the day Chaim and I met someone from our Hashomer-Hatzair group who swore on everything that was dear to him he had already been through the wire and back a half-dozen times. That was the clincher. It was game on.


The Holy Trinity set about researching every possible breach point. If measured as a straight line, the ghetto’s perimeter would have been approximately eleven kilometres, with lots of wiggles and curves, so, in those early days, there seemed to be plenty of scope to find a weak point. Rome wasn’t built in a day. Neither was the Lodz ghetto. We quickly learned we were not the only people to have had the same idea. If we hung about a likely looking spot for too long, we were moved along, either by another larger gang or by adults who were concerned for our well-being or were sizing it up themselves, doubtless contemplating something similar and not wanting us to muck it up for them.


We finally found a section of the ghetto perimeter consisting of not very densely packed barbed-wire rolls that appeared not to have been claimed by a rival group. We knew this could change at any time. We were not going to dither.


The site had an additional, extremely attractive feature. Just by our stretch of perimeter was a deserted building which almost brushed up against the ghetto fence. Presumably the building was waiting to be assigned a use by Rumkowski or one of his cronies, but in the meantime its second-floor landing had a partially sheltered spot with a clear view of the streets outside the ghetto and the surrounding area, as well as of the interior of the ghetto. This was important.


If the ghetto police force were to spot us, it was hard to know how they would react. I guessed some would look in the other direction and walk away or else just shout at us and move us along. Unfortunately, others seemed to have bought into Rumkowski’s philosophy. He maintained that if we all obeyed the Germans’ rules and made ourselves useful, not only would they leave us alone, but it might bring about a new era of opportunity and prosperity: a self-governing, self-sufficient Jewish homeland right here in Poland, at least until those who were so minded could go to Palestine.


It was never clear if Rumkowski genuinely believed what he was saying or if, to give Jewish people hope, he was just making the best of what he knew was an awful but inescapable situation. Whatever the truth, in those early days many ghetto residents, not just the police, had signed up to and either acquiesced in or seemed to support the new order. We had to be careful. It wasn’t just the coppers who could do for us. From where we stood inside the ghetto looking out, those mounds, trees and alleyways could not have been much more than 100 metres distant. So near, yet so far.


From our vantage point on the second floor of the deserted building, we could see there was a little piece of land on the city side containing what looked like several substantial mounds of grass. If they had been on a beach, you might have called them dunes, with some trees standing off a few metres behind. We named it ‘Freedom Park’.


Freedom Park abutted a large complex of tenements which seemed thinly populated – perhaps they were completely empty, as we never saw anyone at any windows. That was good. We could also see there were alleyways and openings at street level that led to a courtyard, or it might have been the midden, with views of another street on the other side. We all sort of knew the area anyway because we had sometimes played football close by.


There was a sentry box positioned on a pavement at, what to us from the second floor was, the left-hand end of Freedom Park, and it was possible to observe the behaviour of the occupant. Usually, it was a German soldier or, if he wasn’t a soldier, he wore a uniform which marked him out as a guard, a sentry or a police officer – something official and therefore dangerous. Different guards came on at different times, but they all followed the same routine. A rifle was normally carried over the shoulder, always in plain view. They wanted everyone to know they meant business and the business was killing. The guard patrolled a section of the perimeter of the ghetto both to the left and the right of his station. Ambling might be a better word. It wasn’t marching.


There was nothing very exact about it, but three times every hour the guard set off to the left or the right of the sentry box, and it was never fewer than four minutes before he came back to where he started. We didn’t have watches or anything like that. We counted the seconds. Carefully. We knew our lives might depend on getting this right. From inside the ghetto, we were able to shadow a major part of the route. Because of the contours of the perimeter in both directions, after roughly ten seconds, we realised the guy would no longer have sight of the area in front of the sentry box from where he had started his journey and would eventually end it. This would be our optimal point of egress and return. The sentry box was the beacon, our marker.


As a result of our observations, we knew if we left it for, say, twenty seconds after the guard had started to walk in either direction, we would have the best part of four minutes to negotiate the wire and get across the street into the invisibility of Freedom Park or the alleyways. Likewise coming back to the ghetto. Twenty seconds after the guard set off, we would have the best part of four minutes to complete the return trip. In fact, we discovered not infrequently there would be a lot more than four minutes available before the guy returned to his starting point because if, at either end, he met up with his counterpart who was patrolling the adjoining stretch they could stop and share a cigarette or chat.


There was always a chance a guard could change his routine, but up to now that had not happened. The odds seemed strongly in our favour. Anyway, we were invincible. Completely unstoppable.


The Holy Trinity never really discussed, or rather we skirted around, the subject of who would actually go out into the city on the excursions we were planning, but the unspoken assumption was it would be best if there were two of us. If you are going to nick anything from a shop, or anywhere else, an extra pair of eyes is essential, but we also needed someone to stay on the second floor, our command post, to act as lookout, and to signal when the guard started walking and when the coast was clear.


We agreed an approximate time when the two who went out would return. For a large part of the year, even before the ghetto was created, 5 p.m. was when the Germans had decreed Jews were meant to be off the streets. Our curfew. We therefore agreed we had to aim to be back at the ghetto perimeter well before then to allow for possible hitches or delays. And if there were any problems on the outside, the lookout would just wait until they saw a familiar head bob up from behind one of the mounds of grass in Freedom Park. The possibility that both of them might never make it back was not mentioned. That wasn’t on our agenda.


I had assumed all along that Chaim and I would be the two who went out. I should have known better. Everything involving the Holy Trinity was always surrounded by a penumbra of uncertainty because of Srulek’s determination not to be treated differently. That argument was still to come.


Despite the underlying certainty that we were unbeatable, our conviction was nevertheless moderated by a degree of practicality. We agreed there had to be a trial run. A proof of concept. Maybe we had missed something, some important detail. Who knew what life was like these days ‘out there’? It was a while since any of us had been in or around the main shopping areas of Lodz. If for some unforeseen reason this thing wasn’t going to work, we needed to know sooner rather than later so we could devise another and better strategy.


Inside the ghetto, we had found unused coils of the same barbed wire that made up the sections of the perimeter we were planning to cross, so we had all had the chance to do a sort of dress rehearsal of how we might negotiate our way through. A stick proved unnecessary, but we did improvise some gloves made from a felt-like heavy cloth. However, we knew an unhurried experiment was never going to be quite the same as the genuine article. We needed to check out the ease with which we could get through the actual fence at the precise chosen spot, and how long it would take to get out the other side and over to the cover of the alleyways or Freedom Park. However for the trial run we agreed only one of us need go.


Who would go? I’ve already told you the three of us didn’t dress, or very obviously look, like Jews. None of us had a noticeable Jewish accent, so there was little or nothing to separate us on that score. Srulek did not make the case for himself to be the solo artist, and while I really didn’t want it to be me, at the same time I didn’t want to make a thing of it, so I was hugely relieved when Chaim insisted it should be him because of his excellent spoken German. Srulek and I raised no objections. The die was cast.


This was the plan.


Chaim would go behind a wall that was part of a yard attached to the lookout building near the wire. This would shield him from the view of anyone inside or outside the ghetto – in fact, from everyone except me and Srulek. The two of us would position ourselves on the second floor in the building and prepare to give Chaim three signals. The first would indicate it was all clear inside the ghetto: that there were no signs of police officers, potential witnesses or busybodies who might try to halt, disrupt or report the proceedings. The second would be when the sentry was starting his patrol and everything was clear on that side too. The final signal would indicate that still nobody was in sight on either the ghetto side or the Polish side so the journey should start immediately.


Having agreed all that, we decided we would give it a go the following day at 11 a.m. and, come what may, Chaim would be back at 3 p.m. the same afternoon. That would give us a comfortable margin within the curfew. On his return, Chaim would hide behind one of the mounds in Freedom Park and watch for us to become visible in the lookout building. He would give a signal to tell us he was there, in no danger and ready. We would give a signal to acknowledge we’d seen him. Our next and final wave would indicate the conditions were right for him to come back over.


The fateful moment arrived. It was bitterly cold, but at 11 a.m. Chaim took off his warmer, bulkier clothes and put them in a knapsack. Srulek and I both noticed he was wearing a crucifix. I had seen it before, although judging by his reaction I am not sure Srulek had. Chaim looked at us, winked, smiled and said, ‘Why be Yoisel if you can’t wear a crucifix?’


Srulek and I went up to the second floor as Chaim moved to crouch behind the wall and wait for the signals. When I gave the last one, with no hesitation Chaim walked straight to the wire and threw the knapsack over it before starting to negotiate his way through the barbs and snags. We hadn’t talked beforehand about the throwing thing, but obviously Chaim had given it some thought or was improvising. That was encouraging. He was obviously feeling confident. When he emerged on the other side of the wire – it took a count of just over fifteen seconds – Chaim picked up the bag then ran straight away into one of the alleyways, where I assume he took out the warmer clothes and put them back on. The knapsack would then become his receptacle for collecting, concealing and carrying the contraband. From start to finish, Chaim was through and out of sight in less than a minute. Perfect.


As the day wore on, Srulek and I stayed together, on tenterhooks, barely able to speak as we tried to avoid imagining the huge number of things that could be going wrong for Chaim. Maybe he had been spotted and betrayed by someone from our old neighbourhood who knew he was Jewish and shouldn’t have been outside the ghetto. Or, since he had no money to buy anything, he had been caught stealing, and, with no means to prove who he was, the cock-’n’-bull story he had prepared for just such an eventuality might have fallen apart. He was dead already, or he’d been captured and tortured, revealing who his co-conspirators were. We’d be next and just hoped they spared the rest of our families.


We stayed away from those parts of the ghetto where we were most likely to bump into any of our relatives or people who knew us. We didn’t want to be interrogated about Chaim’s whereabouts. By 2.50 p.m., we made sure we were back in the building overlooking the wire. It seemed like ages before Chaim’s head finally bobbed up from behind the mound, but bob it did. We gave a wave to indicate we had spotted him, and he signalled back to tell us he was waiting for us to let him know when it was safe to make his move.


It worked like a dream. On our signal, Chaim came running out from behind the mound, straight up to the wire with the knapsack in one hand and a bundle of clothes in the other. He threw both over, danced daintily through the wire, picked up the knapsack and the bundle of clothes then headed for the building where we fell into each other’s arms cheering and screaming.


What couldn’t be disguised or supressed was the way we were all shaking with a mixture of fear and relief. I asked Chaim what happened on his odyssey.


‘We know thieving from shops before the war was not easy at the best of times,’ he said. ‘Now it’s ten times worse. To start with, there is not much in the shops, or nothing like what you used to see, and it was the same whether the shops were Polish-owned or German-owned, although maybe the German places had a bit more gear in them. Anyway, in all the places selling food, it looked like they were being super vigilant, especially if any kids were milling about. Without someone else there to keep watch, stealing anything is just too dangerous. We were right to conclude this is a two-man job.’


Chaim then tipped out the contents of the knapsack. It was a small, dismal haul. He had brought back a child’s shoe, a bit worn but not too bad. One of our parents or maybe Chaim’s older sister would be able to trade it for something. There was a German newspaper, two ends of a stale loaf of bread and then, the best bit, ten apples that looked past their best but were nevertheless perfectly good to eat, certainly by ghetto standards. We had definitely shown our plan worked.


My first question to Chaim was, ‘The apples? How come?’


‘They didn’t come from a shop. When I realised how hard it was going to be to get anything decent to eat, I decided to go and visit Mrs Jawinski. You know she has an orchard at the back of her house? Well, she collects all the apples that haven’t been stolen by local kids or eaten by her family and keeps them in a barrel in her cellar. I just told her my family were very short of money and I was trying to find things to eat. Without a word and no questions asked she took me down to the cellar and gave me the apples. I don’t think I can go there again, but anyway tonight and tomorrow both our families will eat well. On apples.’


I had a million questions about why Chaim thought it was safe to go to Mrs Jawinski’s, but I thought I’d let it go for now.


The next day, Chaim went out again, coming back with more and better stuff. I made it plain there was no way I was going to go out solo. However, we agreed two trial runs were enough. Time was moving on. We were ready for the main event, the real thing.


That’s when Srulek got started. He was determined. Whichever of us two went out, he would be the other one. Srulek suggested I could perform the lookout job. Chaim and he would go. I was stunned. Neither Chaim nor I had anticipated this turn of events. Srulek’s previous reticence, his failure to push himself forward for the experimental first run, I thought was a tacit acknowledgement that there were limits to what a boy with a twisted limb and a club foot could do. All that was now blown away. Chaim and I saw it as madness, but we also knew from past experience we would need to handle this situation with great care.


We tried everything. First, we told Srulek he was too young; then we said he looked too Jewish and his Polish was heavily accented. None of this worked, so, of course, in the end we referred to his leg. This was a bad mistake. Srulek had a complete, almost foaming at the mouth, meltdown.


An argument raged, but finally we gave in. We didn’t have the heart to insist that a venture of this sort was beyond Srulek’s capacity. Srulek would have been completely crushed.


The outcome was I agreed to act as lookout and give the signals. Chaim would go through first and this time rather than heading straight into an alleyway, as he had done twice before, he would take cover behind one of the mounds in Freedom Park. On the next cycle, Srulek would go through and make his way into the alleyways. Once Srulek was out of the wire, Chaim would leave Freedom Park and follow close behind Srulek. When they were both in the alleyways, they could change into warmer clothes and set off towards the city centre.


The moment arrived. I went up to the second-floor observation point. I saw Chaim and Srulek’s outer garments go into the knapsack. Once again, the crucifix was there around Chaim’s neck, only this time no one remarked on it. Chaim carried the knapsack to the wire and threw it over. So far so good. Chaim went through, picked up the bag and got to the mound in Freedom Park. He ducked behind and signalled he was in position. As the sentry disappeared on his next perambulation, I signalled Srulek to move. He approached the wire and gingerly began to negotiate the coils in the way we had all discussed, practised and seen Chaim do twice. Srulek had even dared to go up close to the wire on Chaim’s second excursion just to see how it went from nearer at hand.


Disaster struck. Somehow or other, and I was never able to work out if it had anything at all to do with his club foot and twisted leg or if it was just bad luck, Srulek’s trousers on his good leg got caught by the wire. At first, from my perch on the second floor, I could see he did not panic. Srulek calmly tried to disentangle himself. I went down from the second floor and crouched behind a wall. I was a lot closer to Srulek now, but I stayed put, out of sight, hoping Srulek would free himself and come back into the ghetto or carry on. That four-minute margin was ticking away.


Srulek probably imagined they were hours, and as the precious seconds went by, panic finally did set in. Srulek tried what looked like an inelegant ballet move, but this had the effect of dragging the hooks and barbs into his flesh. He let out a terrible scream that I think someone on the moon could probably have heard. I still didn’t move. I crouched there willing Srulek to free himself.


I heard Chaim shout to Srulek, telling him to calm down and concentrate on slowly removing the hooks, but there was then an even louder scream. This would have been heard on the outer planets of the solar system. I guess more hooks and barbs had gone in or gone deeper. I then saw Chaim make a sudden move, and I lost sight of him.


Next, I realised the guard was coming this way, moving towards the section of wire where Srulek was, for all practical purposes, trussed up and trapped. Judging by the sentry’s state of undress, I’d guess he had been taking a dump somewhere along his route or stopped for a piss when he heard the screams. Whatever the explanation, as he moved along he was wrestling with buttons, hauling his greatcoat over his tunic, which was flapping about, exposing his vest. And he was talking to someone who was obviously also outside the wire but close. He was talking to whoever it was in German. I was astonished to realise the person with whom he was having a conversation was Chaim, who had left the shelter of the mound and was walking purposefully towards the soldier laughing and pointing at Srulek. The soldier, in turn, continued towards Srulek while simultaneously beginning to remove his rifle from his shoulder. It was clear how this was going to end. Badly. He was going to shoot Srulek, and I had no idea what the hell Chaim was doing or was planning to do. It looked to me like a determined attempt to get himself killed along with his brother.


The soldier was by now right next to the wire on the city side, still advancing towards Srulek, getting ready to take aim. Chaim was gabbling away to him as he too drew nearer. Srulek’s eyes were darting between Chaim and the soldier, utterly bewildered, uncomprehending and deeply terrified. Between Chaim and the young man in uniform with the rifle I caught a reference to a ‘little Jewish rabbit’.


The sentry clearly believed, given his looks and his fluency in the language, Chaim was a young German, like him attracted to the scene by the Jew’s screams and now intent on enjoying the sport. Without missing a step, as he got nearer to Srulek he told Chaim he shouldn’t really be this near to the wire, but he could understand why he wanted to watch a Jew die.
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