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INTRODUCTION
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FEWER THAN 100,000 JEWS survived the death camps, slave labour camps and death marches of Hitler’s Reich. This book is about 732 of those survivors; most of them boys, about eighty of them girls. What these particular 732 have in common, apart from their wartime experiences, is the journey they made together, after liberation, from Europe to Britain. They travelled under the auspices of the Central British Fund, a Jewish organisation which had been active in helping refugees since the rise of Hitler in 1933.


The first group of the 732 youngsters were flown from Prague to Carlisle in August 1945, the second from Munich to Southampton. A third group was flown some months later from Prague to various places in Britain. Later, all three groups were sent to residential hostels throughout Britain.


Most of those who were brought to Britain under this scheme were in their middle to late teens. All but a dozen of them had lost their parents, as well as brothers and sisters, murdered between 1939 and 1945, usually in circumstances of the utmost savagery. Almost all the youngsters had been trapped by the war from the very first days of the German invasion of Poland on 1 September 1939. ‘I was eleven years old when the war broke out and the nightmare began,’ Henry Golde later wrote. ‘I always say that at the age of eleven I became an adult, and five years later I became an old man. That is what I and countless others like me have seen and were forced to live through. Most people will never experience what we did, even if they live to a very old age.’1


All of the 732 ‘boys’, as they call themselves – and this includes the girls among them – had seen death at close quarters. Many of them had seen their parents, or brothers and sisters, killed before their eyes, or taken away to a death camp at the time of the deportations from the ghettos. Today, these ‘boys’, whom I shall refer to in this book without quotation marks, form a group of friends whose companionship is deeply rooted in appalling common memories. A few of them were friends from their pre-war childhood. Some had first met in the ghettos and slave labour camps. Most became friends after their arrival in Britain. Today

they are banded together under the auspices of their own charitable organisation, the ’45 Aid Society, named after the year in which the first of them came to Britain. Other survivors, who came to Britain later, were drawn to the society for the comradeship which it provided.


The reason there were so few girls among the youngsters brought from Prague is that it was much harder for girls to survive. At each deportation from the ghettos, a few boys under sixteen were selected for slave labour; almost all the girls of a similar age were sent with their parents to the death camps, where all the deportees were murdered. Girls under sixteen who did survive were mostly those who had managed to go into hiding, and were not betrayed. In Poland, this meant hiding for two or three years.


Each year the boys meet for various events, the highlight being their annual reunion to commemorate their liberation; to celebrate their rebirth after their almost inconceivable ordeals. At their reunions, while rejoicing in their daily life, they also recall old times: the years before the war when they enjoyed childhood, the war years when both their childhood and their family life were violently interrupted and destroyed, and their rehabilitation in Britain. This book tells their story, as recounted to me in letters and conversations, or in articles published since 1976 in their journal, Journal of the ’45 Aid Society. The book begins with their early memories of towns and villages where Jewish life had evolved a pattern, over several hundred years, of family life, worship, and the intensity of a self-contained Jewish environment, surrounded by a mostly alien and often hostile world.


This is in part a gruelling story, which those who lived through it often found painful to set down, as it is painful to read. It is also a story of courage, bravery, survival and renewal, of triumph over adversity. When the Germans invaded Poland in 1939, most of those whose story is told in this book were only nine or ten years old. As youngsters, they were the horrified eyewitnesses of the disintegration of civilised behaviour, and of the carrying out of a monstrous pattern of destruction, the imposition of tyranny and barbarism in the worst form imaginable, and the negation of civilised values. Together with their parents, brothers and sisters, they were prisoners for four years and more in the wartime ghettos, slave labour camps and concentration camps. Today they are among the fewer and fewer remaining witnesses to the cruelties practised in those ghettos and camps. As the Second World War drew to a close, almost all of them were on death marches, some of which lasted for many weeks, and during which many of the marchers either died of exhaustion or starvation, or were shot for being unable to continue. Of those who were sent on the death trains, they were the fortunate ones who survived.


After liberation came the slow, hard process of adjusting to freedom, first in Europe and then in Britain. Their new lives reflect their tenacity. The strength of the bonds that have held them together is mirrored in the close friendships made after the war which have lasted for more than five decades.


I have a personal reason for writing this book. It is twenty-two years since I first met Rabbi Hugo Gryn, a survivor of Auschwitz, and one of those whose story is told in this book. Not only did he encourage me to devote time to recording the fate of the Jews during the Second World War, he also introduced me to the members of the ’45 Aid Society, of which he was a part. His death in the summer of 1996 was a blow to all who knew and loved him.


The boys have an incredibly strong sense of comradeship, born of common wartime adversity, and nurtured during their early years together in Britain. At each of their annual reunions, which I have attended over the last eighteen years, and during many talks with them at other times. I was struck by their experiences, and encouraged them to record them. Three years ago one of their most active members. Ben Helfgott, suggested to them that they send me their recollections, and urged me to write an account of their lives. This book is the result. Ben Helfgott, who represented Great Britain in two Olympic Games, as a weightlifter, was able, as chairman of their society, to exhort, cajole and encourage more than a hundred and fifty of his fellow-boys to send me their stories. Some of their accounts were four or five pages long, most ran to twenty or thirty pages, and several filled more than a hundred pages. There is no doubt that every story could have been extended to form a short (or even a long) book on its own. Every account which I received contained aspects of the Holocaust that are not to be found elsewhere: episodes, attitudes and reflections.


Almost all the boys in this book had only three or four years of formal education before the outbreak of war. After that they knew only camps and death, at a time when other children of their age, even in Nazi-dominated Europe, were able to study. In the very years when I was learning the alphabet at school in Toronto, those whose stories are told in this book were in ghettos and slave labour camps. Each one who wrote to me made enormous efforts, both emotionally and physically, to set down a comprehensive account. Some had already felt a need to record their experiences. ‘My children always wanted to know my story,’ Krulik Wilder wrote on the fiftieth anniversary of his liberation. ‘I always found it very difficult to sit down with them and tell them my story, but after fifty years I feel the time is now right to put pen to paper



and try to tell them what happened to me and my family and the Jewish people.’2


Martin Gilbert
Merton College, Oxford


28 November 1996


1 H. Golde, ‘It seems like only yesterday’, Journal o f the ’45 Aid Society, No. 18, December 1994.


2 Israel (Krulik) Wilder, ‘Krulik’s Story’, manuscript, sent to the author, 1 January 1995.









CHAPTER 1


Pre-war Years


EACH OF THE boys has vivid recollections of his or her childhood before the storm. The world in which they lived was, for most of them, the vibrant, bustling, sometimes poor but often thriving world of inter-war Poland. Depending on the part of Poland in which they lived, their parents had been subjects of the Russian Tsar, the Austro-Hungarian Emperor or the German Kaiser. A majority of the boys themselves had been born the citizens of independent Poland, a State created after the First World War, at the dawn of what so many people believed would be a new era of peace, prosperity and liberty. The Jewish minorities of the new sovereign states of Eastern and Central Europe had been promised rights and representation that had been denied them under the earlier imperial regimes. The Jews aspired, some of them fervently, to become integral members of the new societies, and to participate fully in the social and cultural life of the country.


The boys whose story is told in this book came from towns and villages whose Jewish communities played a significant part in the daily life of the region. Every one of these communities was destroyed during the Second World War. The memories which the boys guard are among the last living testimonies to the Jewish world of those towns, fifty-five years after that world was destroyed forever. Sometimes they are the sole remaining witnesses to the pre-war life of their town. ‘We, the “Boys” who went through it all,’ Menachem Waksztok has written, ‘came from the communities of Europe where Jewish life had a form, a culture, a pattern and a light.’ His own pre-war community was a small town in Poland, Klodawa. In this ‘small one-eyed town’, he later wrote, the two thousand Jews were the majority. ‘Most of the shops, tailoring concerns, watchmakers, bakers and timber merchants, also the dentist and doctor practices were in their hands. The men went to the synagogue for morning and evening prayers – in fact the one synagogue and shtiebl1 were their meeting-places – centres of their lives.


‘We children, from the age of four, received our education in the



cheder.2 One went there as a matter of course, to learn to read and write, by stages progressing to the learning of Chumash, Rashi, and so on.3 Illiteracy was unknown, and no matter how poor or limited physical and day-to-day life was, life of the mind and spirit was very rich indeed.’4


‘We celebrated all the Jewish holidays,’ recalled Joshua Segal, born Jehoszua Cygelfarb in the industrial city of Lodz on 24 December 1926, ‘and every Friday night my mother lit the candles, and the whole family and guests would be there for dinner. Our house was an open house, with visitors and relatives coming from out of town, showing up all the time.’5


In the town of Bydgoszcz, Sam Rosenblat, five years older than Joshua Segal, had begun to play violin solos with the town orchestra from the age of nine. ‘The composers were Schubert, Mendelssohn etc.,’ he wrote. ‘I also performed at Jewish gatherings, accompanied by my older sister at the piano. As a payment, I would receive a cake.


‘At the age of seventeen, when I was in my last class, my parents started to plan for me to continue my studies in Paris, where my uncles lived. Unfortunately the war broke out and all plans for any musical future were abandoned. After the war, when I was in England, I picked up a violin, attempted to play it, and realised that with my damaged fingers (a result of labour in the camps) and five years of interruption, I could no longer think about a career as a violinist.’6


‘I have very fond memories of my childhood,’ Rose Fogel, from Lodz, recollected. ‘My father had great compassion for humanity, was active in many organisations. He had a wonderful sense of humour, which helped us in the worst of times. We all went to a private Yiddish school. My father loved to read. He introduced us to classical literature when we were very young.’7


Another girl among the boys, Rose Kalman, was from a poor family in Lodz. Her father Yitzhak had been a prisoner of war in Russia from 1914 to 1919, ‘not a strong character or strong in health’, she recalled. It was her mother, a wigmaker, who was the breadwinner in the family. There were six children. ‘We were often hungry, and I wore very old clothes which were second-hand, my shoes also. Our flat consisted of a



room which was a bedroom and sitting-room, and a kitchen where part of it was a bedroom. The older ones usually slept in the kitchen and the rest slept with my parents in the same bed. My father loved to sing, and I remember one memorable morning when my mother was already up – he was sitting up in bed with us at the other end and sang to us. It was a magical moment. He had such a beautiful voice.’ Yitzhak Kalman enjoyed a game of cards, but, his daughter recalled, ‘his luck was often down. My mother would be angry with him and there were many rows.’


Rose Kalman remembered her first ‘real and serious experience’ in Lodz. She was on her way home, having taken some food to her sister Hinda, a dressmaker. ‘On the way back I stopped to admire a lovely hat shop. As I was gazing at the merchandise, a young Polish woman also stopped and stood next to me. She pushed me and then called me a dirty Jew (“Parszywa Zydowka”). Defiantly I called her a dirty Pole (“Polska Hamka”). I ran off and she followed me. I ran into an apartment building up to the third floor. It was so dark with just a few doors. I knocked on one, and as luck would have it, it turned out to be a Jewish lady. I could hear footsteps coming up behind me. I told her I was being chased and she hid me. A few minutes later my pursuer also knocked on the same door asking if the lady had seen me. She denied having seen me and my pursuer left the building. I was very frightened to leave this safe house, but when I did, fortunately my pursuer had left the building.’8


Like Rose Kalman, many boys have recollections of the darker side of life in Poland when they were young. Recalling his home town, Klodawa, Menachem Waksztok reflected more than half a century later: ‘It was a very anti-Semitic area before the war.’9


Pinchas Gutter was born in Lodz in 1931 or 1932; he cannot remember the year, and none of his documents from childhood survived the war. An orthodox boy, who wore Hassidic sidecurls, he later recalled how, ‘walking the streets of Lodz with my mother could be anxiety-provoking, as she would often be accosted by strange non-Jewish men who must have assumed that she was a Polish Christian because of her looks. We often used to cross from one side of the street to the other to avoid confrontations. I clearly recall a specific instance when a well-dressed Pole challenged my mother angrily, saying, “How can a beautiful Polish woman like you serve rotten Jews!”’10


Kurt Klappholz was born in the Polish town of Bielsko-Biala, only fifteen miles from the Czech-Polish border. ‘Around the mid-1930s’, he



recalled, ‘I remember being very puzzled that my father was not President of Poland – he seemed to me a well-educated man, and I thought that was a position to which he would have been ideally suited. It will not surprise you that I found it hard to account for the fact that he did not occupy that position. I attributed it to anti-Semitism, which was widespread in Poland.’11


Sam Dresner was born in Warsaw. The city’s 350,000 Jews – a third of the population of the Polish capital – made it the second largest Jewish community in the world, after New York. ‘We were living in great poverty in a basement in one room,’ Sam Dresner later wrote. ‘I had a younger sister. My father, who was a carpenter, also had his working bench in the same room. Despite that I never felt deprived of anything, probably due to my mother’s care. We lived in Ulica Prosta, 105. It was a mixed district of Poles and Jews living in the same tenement houses almost in equal proportions. In spite of occasional beatings I received from Polish boys, I seem to remember being quite proud of Poland and being Polish.”12


Salek Falinower was also born in Warsaw. His father had inherited a metal foundry and engineering business which had been owned and operated by his family for seven generations. ‘I lived in Twarda Street, Warsaw, with my parents, Naftali and Rachel Falinower (née Frydman) and one brother (Gerald – Chiel Zalman Falinower) and one sister (Henia Falinower),’ Stanley Faull, as he became, later wrote. ‘I started school at the age of five, at the same school as my elder brother. He was five years older than me, and my sister about seven years older than me. In 1937, after my brother’s thirteenth birthday, he was invited by my mother’s family in Brighton, England, to come to England for educational purposes, to study the metal foundry and engineering industry. It was planned that he would return to Warsaw after obtaining suitable qualifications, and he duly left for England.


‘The existing business was more than 150 years old and very antiquated. It was my father’s wish that I too should go to England to be educated when I was thirteen (in 1943) so that in the future my brother and I would be able to improve and modernise the business and run it together, with the benefit of whatever up-to-date technology was available.’13 When war broke out, Salek Falinower was nine years old. His journey to Britain, and reunion with his brother, was to come only after five and a half years of torment.


A third Warsaw boy was Meir Sosnowicz. When he was ten years



old, ‘I was rushed to the hospital,’ he recalled, ‘with what turned out to be a ruptured appendix. It nearly cost me my life. While the doctors were doing their part to help me, my mother went to the rebbe14 to ask what else could be done for me. The rebbe told her to give me an additional name, Alter (meaning Old One), and he would say prayers for me. Later, when I had recovered, my father took me to the rebbe so that I could give him some tz’doko (charity) money myself in thankfulness for my recovery. The extra name was now a subject for teasing by my brother David, who called me “Alter Mayer” which is a pun for “old carrot” in Yiddish. My family called me Moniek. To celebrate my recovery, my parents gave me a violin.’15


Berek Obuchowski (now Bob Roberts) was born on 28 January 1927 in the town of Ozorkow. About twenty per cent of the town’s population were Jews. He was sent to the local State school, and three times a week would go to cheder after school. Polish was the language spoken at school, Yiddish at home. ‘I lived with my parents, grandfather (maternal) and my two sisters and a brother,’ he later wrote. ‘I was the youngest. Our house was on one level, with an orchard at the back with apple and pear trees, and gooseberry and redcurrant bushes. We had a couple of horses and carts which my father owned, and hired out as transport with two drivers. We had a shop attached at the side, where my father sold groceries and hardware. We also owned some further accommodation at the side of our house which was let to four families, each of them renting one large room. In the summer season, we had a kiosk – seven kilometres away in a summer resort between Ozorkow and Zgierz where my mother and older sister would go to sell provisions by the roadside – I would go there in my summer holiday from school to help out.


‘On Saturdays, the men in our family, including myself, would go to services at a shtiebl, which was in the same road where we lived. We used to make a succah16 each year in one of the sheds attached to our home. We were moderately religious, and my mother would make her own challas and lokshen for Shabbas.17


‘At school I remember one incident when I intervened in a fight between a couple of bullies punching a Jewish boy, and I dragged one of the bullies into the River Bzura and held him there with his feet in the freezing ice. I was quite tough as a youngster, and from that time at school, I was never bullied, although the mother of the non-Jewish boy came the next day and abused me verbally.’18


Sam Freiman, from the town of Konstancin-Jeziorna, near Warsaw, later wrote: ‘I remember one day in summer I wanted to make extra money, so I set up a table outside our shop with bottles of soda water with juice and sold it in glasses. At the same time my uncle was sitting on the shop stairs and a Christian boy went by and hit my uncle on the head. He bit his tongue and screamed. My father ran out from the shop with a hammer in his hand. When the boy ran away he threw the hammer. We heard the boy shouting “Jesus”. The boy’s brother was a policeman. He came round and told my father that it served him right.’19


Alec Ward was born in the town of Laskarzew. ‘When I was liberated from slave labour and concentration camps,’ he wrote, ‘I did not remember my date of birth. After arriving in England in 1945, the Red Cross traced my records from Buchenwald concentration camp, which stated I was born on 1 March 1927.’ While he was still an infant, Alec Ward’s mother died in childbirth. His father, Szmul Mosze Warszaw, was a glazier, going from street to street seeking out broken windows to repair, carrying his glass in a frame on his back. When his father remarried, Alec Ward’s stepmother, Sara Bronstein, looked after him and his sister Lea. ‘When I was a young boy,’ he recalled, ‘I sang in the synagogue. My parents were very proud of my singing voice. One day when I sang in our cellar, my stepmother called our neighbours to hear my rendition of a synagogue service. I was extremely embarrassed when I came up from the cellar and saw our neighbours clapping.’


Szmul Mosze Warszaw moved several times, in search of a living, first to Laskarzew, then to Parysow, and finally to Magnuszew. Looking back, Alec Ward recalled the pattern of religious life in his youth: ‘The synagogue in Parysow was very beautiful, with a dome and a stone floor. The cantor’s voice reverberated round the synagogue which is still very vivid in my memory. On Friday afternoon the Jewish town crier proclaimed the coming of the Sabbath and announced it was time to go to the synagogue. On Saturday afternoon the whole Jewish community seemed to walk in the streets (spatzerin). On Purim people were crisscrossing



the streets with presents, consisting of freshly baked cakes and biscuits. On Yom Kippur in the ladies’ part of the synagogue one could hear a great amount of crying. On Simchat Torah, there was great rejoicing by the whole community, and on Pessach, in our new clothes, of which we were so very proud.’20


Alec Ward also recalled life in Magnuszew in his childhood. ‘Although there was a certain amount of poverty in Magnuszew,’ he later wrote, ‘there was also a great amount of laughter and happiness. I remember many Jewish weddings which lasted for two days with beautiful Klezmer music, and Brit Milahs21 which we as children, were very happy to attend as we received sweets and cakes.’22


Every boy has memories of the years before 1939. ‘I remember, as a small boy,’ Menachem Silberstein recollected, ‘being taken by my father to the Mikva,23 where all the bearded and serious-looking men came to submerge themselves in the steamy hot well. As soon as they undressed they began behaving like little boys, fooling about, making jokes and singing Yiddish songs.’24


The town of Klodawa, Menachem Waksztok recalled, was typical of the many shtetls in Poland ‘where the Jews felt themselves to be Jews without any doubt. In fact, we did not think of ourselves as being in the Diaspora. We were in Klodawa, and it was the goyim – the non-Jews – who were the outsiders.’25


Abraham Zwirek was born in the town of Plock on 18 December 1925. His father and one of his uncles were partners in a small workshop which produced hardware and galvanised roofing for farmhouses. ‘I would often go to the workshop, which was in the same street in which we lived,’ he recalled, ‘and watch my father at work. This experience helped to save me in the camps during the war, as I would pretend that I was a skilled worker in hardware and roofing.’ ‘My first recollection,’ Zwirek continued, ‘was at the age of four years when my father and I waved goodbye to my aunt and her baby daughter on the banks of the River Vistula. They were emigrating to England to join my uncle who



had emigrated a year earlier to escape poverty and anti-Semitism in the hope of a brighter future.’ The baby daughter, Ida, was only a year old: hers, in the light of hindsight, was a journey to life.


Of Jewish life in Plock, Zwirek wrote: ‘On Saturday afternoons many of the Jewish men and women would walk by the banks of the River Vistula with their families, and the mothers of young babies would often sit on the benches breast-feeding them. I attended the local Jewish school from Monday to Friday mornings – all the lessons taken from Polish textbooks – and in the afternoons I would go to Hebrew classes and learn about Judaism for three hours per day. At our home the conversation was always in the Yiddish language; my mother and grandfather were very religious. My father was not very orthodox. He was a councillor on the local borough council, and also a representative of the Jewish community regarding welfare and trade. On the outskirts of Plock there were two barracks housing two battalions of the Polish Army, the 4th Cavalry and the 8th Artillery. Among these soldiers were two hundred Jewish men. My father would negotiate with the military authorities each year before Passover to allow these men to have leave so that they might have their meals for eight days in the local Jewish Community Hall. On the second Seder night26 I would go along with my father to join in, and then I would go each day on my own. I was the only child there, and I thoroughly enjoyed myself with the soldiers.


‘I would play each day after classes with my Jewish and non-Jewish friends who lived nearby, either in the yard or street outside our apartment, or football by the banks of the river about ten minutes away. Not far from my school was a Catholic school. Very often on my way home, the boys from that school would abuse us verbally and shout out, “Dirty Jews go to Palestine”. They would either throw stones at us – if we were in the minority – when we would run home or back to the safe area of our own school, or, if we walked home and there were quite a few of us, the Catholic boys would lie in wait in groups. We would try to defend ourselves by fighting it out. We were most often the losers, as there were many of them. The average age at that time would be between nine and thirteen years old. When I came home, cut and bruised, my father would be upset, but encouraged me to come home in a large group with my friends, and to stand and defend ourselves. If this was not possible he would sometimes come to meet me. Up until 1939 our family got on quite well with our non-Jewish neighbours and they respected us. After the war began I cannot truthfully say that this was always the case.’27


Many boys remember the cry ‘Go to Palestine!’ being hurled at them with various offensive epithets. Almost every Jewish family in Poland knew someone who had made the journey, and the commitment, to live in the Jewish National Home.28 The Tarbut schools, with Hebrew as their main language of instruction, were a strong stimulus to thoughts of emigration. So too were the Zionist youth movements, which made emigration to Palestine their goal. The Arab riots of 1936, in which dozens of Jews were killed, including several recent immigrants from Poland, cast a pall of apprehension over the Zionist zeal. The boys, most of them aged eight or nine at the time, were too young to have become part of an active Zionist group, but they were aware nevertheless of the ferment around them. ‘The two things that were preoccupying my parents,’ Ben Helfgott, living in Piotrkow, recalled, ‘were the persecution of the Jews in Germany, and the killings that were taking place in Palestine.’29


Ben Helfgott’s parents, at the instigation of his strongly Zionist mother, obtained permits to emigrate to Palestine. His father was about to sell his share in their flour mill when his mother – Ben’s grandmother – dissuaded him from leaving. ‘It seemed inconceivable to her,’ Ben later recalled, ‘that he should want to leave Poland with his wife and children for a distant land where riots and disturbances were commonplace and where the future was uncertain. My grandmother was more persuasive than my mother. The arrangements were unmade and the tickets were never bought.’ Relations between mother and mother-in-law became severely strained. Later, during the war, Ben’s mother blamed his grandmother for their plight. ‘When we sat around at home during the long curfews,’ he later wrote, ‘I pieced together the truth of what had happened.’30


During the carefree years, Ben Helfgott made his mark among the young boys of Piotrkow. His sister Mala recalled, almost sixty years later: ‘Ben was very popular with his friends and always a leader. I remember one day, in Piotrkow before the war, coming across a group of boys and one of them saying, “Don’t start with her, she is Ben Helfgott’s sister”.’31


Pinkus Kurnedz, also from Piotrkow, remembered his parents being ‘very Zionistically minded’. His father ‘used to spend a lot of time helping people to emigrate to Palestine’.32 Amongst the Jews of Poland, Perec



Zylberberg from nearby Lodz, recalled, ‘the idea of a national home in Palestine was being trumpeted louder than ever’.33 Shimon Klin, from Zdunska Wola, remembered his stepmother’s sister, who lived in Jerusalem, sending his father a much-prized Palestine Certificate, enabling the family to emigrate. ‘Because of the Arab riots,’ he recalled, ‘my father was advised to wait until the country was more peaceful.’34


Moishe Nurtman also remembered the Palestine dimension, in the context of local anti-Jewish actions, and of rabbinical hostility to Zionism. His home town was Warka, on the River Pilica, sixty kilometres south of Warsaw. ‘Non-Jews in Warka had an accepted resentment towards us, which I could not absorb as a child,’ he wrote. ‘I could not understand why. As a child I remember we had a shop. There were Poles whom we called Fascists; they would stand outside our shop and not let the Poles buy from us. I used to watch this and could not understand it. It was a boycott against Jews. The police let it happen and my family were unable to prevent it. The customers – some kept away, others didn’t. The Fascists didn’t appear to use violence, but their presence was enough, by starting arguments. They did not wear uniforms. But they were known people – two or three of them outside the shop. The boycott went on until war broke out. My parents didn’t have to mention this because it was something you felt. They believed the Lord would put things right. We were a religious family.


‘Father read papers on politics. At one time we were going to emigrate to Australia, so he faced a difficult decision whether to leave Poland or stay, considering there were so many of us. Emigrating to Palestine; it was a dream. Father was religious, and at the time the rabbis were not too keen on emigration to Palestine, and would not advise it, so I believe this would have put a terrible strain on my father. At the time their philosophy was: rule yourselves according to the Bible. They believed, according to the Bible, that when the Messiah came the dead would rise, and all the Jews would roll themselves to the Holy Land.35 So it was thought that it was not practical to leave for Palestine at that time, as the rabbis talked of such a journey in terms of the coming of the Messiah.’36


Jona Fuks, from the small town of Tuszyn, near Lodz, was born on 2 February 1928. He has vivid recollections of his schooldays, of life in



the town, and of the political debates among his elders. Recalling this time, John Fox (as he became) wrote: ‘I was in a class with forty-three children. Three of us were Jewish. When the teacher walked out of the classroom the Poles would throw things at us, curse and spit on us. When the teacher returned she would pretend that nothing had happened. We wouldn’t complain because nothing would be done about it, and the other children would beat us up if we squealed on them. Many days I would come home from school with a bloody nose or a swollen lip from getting beaten up in school. Every morning when the school prayer was offered everybody knelt down except the Jewish children. I would not kneel down, of course, and I would get hit from the back and from the front. The teachers would see me getting beaten but they would not interfere.


‘These beatings went on in school almost every day. I would come home and cry and complain and say that I didn’t want to go to school any more. But my father would insist that I had to go to the Polish school. He would say that if I didn’t know how to read and write when I grew up I wouldn’t get anywhere in life. He insisted that the only way I would get an education, apart from our religion, was in the Polish schools.


‘Most of my extended family was involved in the tailoring business. They had their own workshops. Sometimes they worked together and other times they had separate ventures. Most of the clothing enterprises were made up of the members of one family and two or three – or up to a dozen – workers who would work for that family. My father had pressers, tailors, and buttonhole makers working for him. The work was strictly seasonal. For the winter my father and his brothers manufactured men’s coats with inner linings and wadding made of sheepskin. In the summer they made suits and light wear.


‘In the season I worked on a sewing machine. We had treadle machines in those days. I helped my father. As soon as a child could walk they started helping. My entire family, my mother, my brother and sister helped. My father was the mechanic for all the machinery that we had. We had to cannibalise all the machines to keep things working. We never threw anything away.


‘Because there were seasons in the clothing business we worked three months and we were off three months. In the summer-time my father had a grocery store in the woods where people came from Lodz for two months to spend their vacation. There were small houses in the woods, which was like a resort. The grocery store that we had was like a general store. You could buy anything there from a pencil to butter and fish. I would go to market with my father and help him buy the things that he sold in the store.


‘My father worked very hard. All of the Jewish men worked very hard. In those days you had to be very competitive. We went to the markets in our town and in neighbouring towns to sell our wares. My father made a living, but it was a very hard life. If he was finished with tailoring because the season was over he had to do other things to make a living. He even brought fish to town in barrels and sold them. Every Tuesday there was a market and farmers would bring in their products and we would buy things from them and they would buy things from us. If we didn’t make sales on Tuesday we suffered the rest of the week.


‘My father would go to other markets to sell his wares. He would go in with other people and they would rent a wagon and two horses and go to markets in towns that were ten or fifteen miles away. We sold mostly topcoats and heavy overcoats for drivers who drove carts at night. The material was about a half an inch thick, because it was very cold in Poland in the winter-time. I remember that my father had to use a hammer to turn the lapels because the material was so thick.


‘Life for the workers that my father hired was very difficult. They made a living when they worked but when the season was over they had to borrow money from my father. When they came back to work they earned much less because they had to give my father some of the money to pay off their debt. They were poor. Everybody was poor. Life was a constant struggle. But no matter how poor you were there was always food for everyone. There were kosher butchers and grocery stores where people could buy on credit. Very seldom did anyone pay with cash in one of these stores. At the end of the month you went in and settled your bill. Everyone waited until the end of the month to get paid. If you didn’t get paid from this person then the next person didn’t get paid and so on.


‘Life for my mother and the other women was very hard. She took care of the cash, and the laundry, and she cooked all day. We had a stove that was heated with wood and coal which had the dual purpose of heating the house and being used for cooking. We had a heater with tiles that you could put coals in, to keep it hot the whole night. The women did everything. They were the movers and the shakers behind the men. The men worked, but the women had control of the incoming and outgoing money.


‘Women played a significant role in the community, too. It was up to the women, including my mother, to help families that were in need of food and clothing. If someone died in a poor family it was the duty of the women to see that the children were taken care of. Especially in the winter when these families didn’t have any heat, the women in the community would be sure that their needs were met.


‘Grandfathers and grandmothers didn’t go to live in an old people’s



home. We didn’t discard them. They stayed with us until the end. But if the grandparents had too many children there could be a problem. The family had to get together and decide when they were going to take the grandparents into their homes.


‘Before the war my father had a lot of Polish friends. We had a certain kinship with the Poles. Even the Polish police would come into our home and sit around and talk with us. My father also had quite a few German friends before the war. At Christmas-time the Poles were busy engaging in holiday festivities and they left the Jews alone. It was only at Easter when we would be affected. My father would tell us not to walk too far outside the city because when the Poles came out of church they were looking to start fights with Jews. They were told in the Gospel in church that Jews had killed Christ. They would shout that we “Filthy Jews” should get the hell out of Poland and go to Palestine. They told us that we did not belong in Poland.


‘Those were very trying times for Jews in Poland, especially for the Jews who had Polish neighbours. The Polish children would throw stones, and even though their fathers might tell them not to do so, they didn’t break their arms, they didn’t stop them, if you know what I mean. But we had a Polish maid whose name was Veronica. From the day I was born we had a Polish maid who lived in our house. I remember the day that she got married, in 1938. We went to her wedding and my family gave her furniture and other gifts as presents. She spoke Yiddish like a Jewish person and she was a part of our family.


‘Jews were organised in Poland at the time. We had our own civil guard which we paid taxes to support. We were taught to carry a stick and to pretend that it was a gun. Some of us belonged to Zionist organisations. My father believed in Jabotinsky, the leader of the Zionist Revisionists at the time. We all had uniforms which we wore on certain occasions. I belonged to the Revisionist youth organisation called Betar, which believed that the only way Jews could survive was through force. We believed at the time that the only way we could get Palestine for the Jews was through force. We felt that we could not get a homeland for Jews in Palestine through political action. My father was one of the leaders of the Zionist organisation in our town. My uncle was also a councillor. Jews were allowed to have one or two men on the town council. We were constantly talking about going to Palestine. Zionists were going to Palestine all the time, but we could not all go.


‘Throughout the 1920s and the 1930s Jewish youth was changing. We were beginning to move away from the strictly religious point of view and we were becoming more practical. All of the Jews that we knew were involved in discussions, and were listening to speakers and readers, because they were hungry for information and understanding.



People knew what was going on in the world even though they were only working people. They made it their business not to be ignorant. Even though many people were not educated, they were well versed in history. They knew about the rebellions against the Tsar and other important events in history.


‘Jews would get together, on Saturday or Sunday or in the evenings, in Zionist clubs, which had speakers nearly every week. We came with our fathers and we listened and when we got home we would ask questions. Everybody was hungry for education. I think that European Jews were the most knowledgeable people on earth, because they wanted to know about the world around them.


‘Those early years of my life were good times for me. I knew everybody by their first name and everybody knew me. We had a good feeling toward one another. It was our domain. There was time for everything. Life was good. I felt very comfortable being Jewish in those days. I was very proud of being a Jew. We felt that God was hovering over us and taking care of us, and that he would protect us. I absolutely believed this to be the case. We truly felt that God would protect us, and we did not believe in violence. We were so indoctrinated with our religion and our beliefs that I think that it hurt us when the war came.’37


Leopold Tepper, known as Lipa, was born in Dukla, a small town in southern Poland only fourteen kilometres from the Slovak border, on 30 November 1926. There he lived with his father and mother, Zelig and Eva Tepper, and his elder sister Chana. ‘There also lived in Dukla my mother’s four sisters and their families,’ he wrote. ‘One other sister and her family lived in Stropkov in Slovakia. Of all these families only one other person remains alive today, my cousin Shimon who lives in Israel.’


Today, Lipa Tepper lives in London. His earliest recollection of childhood in Poland was when his father took him to religious school when he was three, ‘and I sat on his shoulders and he carried me all through the town and into cheder. I distinctly remember my first teacher in cheder whose name was Chaim Mordechai Malumed and he taught me the aleph-bet38 and to read Hebrew in the siddur.39 Subsequent to that I went to very many different teachers as far as my Hebrew education was concerned.


‘At the age of seven I attended school, secular school, and it was intended that I would go to that school from the age of seven to fourteen. I got up in the morning and went to school at 8 o’clock, returning home just after 1.00 p.m. and after lunch I would then go to cheder and



return home at approximately 6.30 to 7.00 in the evening. My father and my mother always impressed on me that I was not a child, and kept reminding me that a Jewish boy does not play with stupid things and does not do things which all other boys do because he is Jewish and therefore he has got duties to perform and things to do which are unlike anybody else’s.’


The problems at the secular school in Dukla were common throughout inter-war Poland. The predominance of orthodox Jews was likewise commonplace. So too was the stress among Jewish parents on a devout and thorough religious education. As Lipa Tepper recalled: ‘Attending school was a pretty hard thing because we always used to get called names and we kept being told by the little Christian boys and girls with whom we attended school that we killed their God – something which I could never understand, but since it was told to me, it must have been true. I never actually learned Jewish history as such. I learned first of all to pray, then Chumash and Rashi and from then on I went on to Gemara40 and things pertaining to that but I never actually went through the Tanach41 as such and I have a scant knowledge of Jewish history.


‘My education at school was not of a very high calibre in view of the fact that, on recollection, I had no motivation for it. I dare say if I had been motivated I would have done better. I wore the traditional garb of a religious Jewish boy, i.e. a dark grey long frock coat and a black velvet peaked cap. I had side curls, or peyot.


‘My father and my mother considered themselves enlightened Jews. My mother was the survivor of a cholera epidemic at the age of seventeen in the First World War. Incidentally this cholera epidemic killed her mother and father and two of her sisters. It claimed a lot of people in the Dukla area, and my mother, as a girl of seventeen, was evacuated to Vienna, where she stayed in a girls’ home. Later, she went out to work and was forced to look after her three younger sisters and send them to school, etc.


‘She became absolutely fluent in German and she always used to tell me that her teacher commented that the worst person to teach German was a person who spoke Yiddish. He must have been a Jewish teacher, because he said that they could not divide the two languages and always interspersed one with the other.


‘My father was a corporal in the Austrian army and he was taken prisoner of war. I remember him talking about Bosnia-Herzegovina and



Sarajevo and things like that and I dare say it must have been in that area that he was taken prisoner. He spent five years in Siberia. He therefore spoke Russian in addition to fluent German, Polish, Yiddish and suchlike.


‘My parents seemed to have lost the shtetl outlook, in that they felt that certain things which people in the town did were not so much uncivilised, as unnecessary from a religious point of view. They used to talk politics which I obviously did not understand but I got snatches of things that remain with me to this day. For instance, I heard the names of Nelson and Lady Hamilton mentioned in our house. I also heard the names of Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg mentioned. I did not know in what connection or what they were supposed to mean but I recollect today those were things that my parents often talked about.


‘Although my parents were devoutly religious, they had what I would term today an egalitarian point of view, in that they believed that the suffering of the masses should be alleviated. I do not know if they had socialist ideals. I could not define in those days what that meant but their ideals were definitely egalitarian – without doubt.


‘My father worked in a peculiar job. There was a sawmill in our town belonging to a Jewish company called Handler, and my father was periodically engaged to go to a village, buy a small forest, engage the staff, fell the timber, and ship it into the town for the sawmill and he used to do that at regular intervals. My mother was a dressmaker who had several girls employed in the house and they would make dresses for ladies throughout the town and so on.


‘My sister attended the Bet Yakov, which was the girls’ school, similar in a way to the boys’ cheder.42 And she attended secular school like I did in the morning.


‘The town itself seemed to be all Jewish, i.e. ninety per cent or thereabouts of the shops were Jewish. There were only about three or four non-Jewish shops in the town and they were primarily the non-Jewish butcher, the post office, a non-Jewish grocer and so on. We did not in any case frequent these places, they were of no concern to us. We just passed them in the street and that was all. I don’t imagine that there would have been one Jew in this town who ate treife43 food or did not attend the synagogue at least sometimes. There was, however, one



person I remember who did not attend synagogue on Yom Kippur. He was called a “communist” and everybody knew him.


‘I knew everybody in the little town and everybody knew me. That is to say, I could not go to any street and not be able to find my way home without somebody saying, “Oh, you’re Zelig Tepper’s son, come, I will take you home”.


‘We were not rich but on the other hand we never lacked anything. We owned the building that we lived in which was a bungalow. Normally it would have been a timber structure because, timber being so cheap in that area, all the houses were constructed of wood, unless they were very tall houses and then they would have been brick-built.


‘I lacked motivation at school because I never recall my father or my mother asking me what had I learned there. On the other hand, I recall on very many occasions my father asking me what I learned in cheder and so I excelled in that. In the later years I remember my father quoting passages from the Scriptures, and expecting me to understand them in Hebrew, which I actually did. For instance, when I complained about having to get up at six o’clock in the morning to go to cheder because the days in the winter were short, not allowing sufficient time to go to cheder after school, my father said to me, quoting the Ethics of the Fathers, “Heyey az kanamer, kal kanesher, ratz ka-tzvi, vegibor ka-ari, la-asot retzon avicha shebashamyim”, the translation of which is, “Be as strong as a leopard, as light as an eagle, run like the deer and be as mighty as the lion to do the bidding of your Father in heaven”. I understood it perfectly well and never complained again.


‘If ever I had time, such occasions as Sunday afternoon or Saturday afternoon, or sometimes in the evening, I used to be friendly with several kids in town and we used to walk round and talk. I don’t ever remember having toys or anything like that. I was always told that Jewish boys did not play with stupid things like that, and therefore I did not need toys. On Saturday afternoons, in the summer, I used to attend cheder to learn Pirkey Avot – the Ethics of the Fathers.’


Lipa Tepper recalled how, as he continued with his Hebrew education, ‘I learned what was to be learned in one cheder and then advanced to a cheder of a higher calibre. That is to say, when I learned to pray and I could pray properly, I then went to a Chumash and Rashi cheder where I learned to read and translate Chumash and Rashi’s commentary and I spent quite some time in that cheder learning the portion of the Scripture that was due to be read that week, and to translate it and to understand it as well.


‘From a Jewish point of view, the town was a completely self-contained unit; for example, there was a Jewish town council, called the “Kahal”, with a man in charge who was called the “Rosh Kahal”. Unfortunately



I do not remember any of their names. I don’t think in those days I took any interest in who was what. There were various committees. There was a committee called “Hachnasat Cala” which, in the case of any girl whose parents could not afford to give her a wedding, took over, and arranged such a wedding. There was a committee called “Bikur Cholim” which meant, just as it suggests, visiting the sick. There was an “Hachnasat Orchim” which again did exactly as it implied, it took care of wayfarers. However, wayfarers were normally taken care of in the synagogue, that is to say that if a stranger came into town our people would have an argument over the privilege of taking him home to dinner. There was a committee called the “Chevra Kaddisha”, which took care of dead people, doing all the things necessary up to and including the burial of the person.


‘So to all intents and purposes the town did everything for itself. We had a Beth Din,44 and an Av Beth Din who was in charge of the Beth Din, which took care of all civil or religious disputes. That is to say, any two people in dispute would ordinarily go to the Beth Din first and have their dispute sorted out, before ever contemplating going to the civil authorities. And so life went on in a completely normal way until the outbreak of war.’45


Roman Halter was born on 7 July 1927 in the small village of Chodecz – called by the Jews, in Yiddish, Hotz. Eight hundred Jews lived in the village. Only four survived the war, Roman and the three Pinczewski sisters. One of them, Nadzia Pinczewski, who has been living in Australia since the end of the war, met Roman in London in 1995. It was their first meeting in more than fifty years. ‘Nadzia and I remembered our childhood in Hotz,’ Roman wrote, ‘the times we spent by the lake where in summer we swam and in the winter we ice-skated. We reminisced about the walks through the hills covered in pine trees and about the places where in June we picked wild strawberries, and in August and September collected baskets full of mushrooms. Hotz was a lovely place for us; it was our world, as we didn’t know any other.’


Stimulated by his talk with his childhood friend, Roman recalled many aspects of daily life in Chodecz, where his family and Nadzia’s were among the more prosperous inhabitants. ‘We had food every day,’ he commented, ‘but we had no running water in the house. The water was brought daily in buckets from a well and two metal containers were filled – one was for washing and washing-up and the other for drinking



and cooking. We had no proper toilet in the house; the wooden structure with a pit below was a sort of “thunder-box”, and it was situated at some distance from the house. We could only use it when it was not too cold. Thus in winter in a tiny room in the house stood a sort of bucket with a wooden seat which was emptied a number of times a day.


‘In our bathroom we had no bath but a number of large flat metal bowls. Water was heated on a coal- and wood-fired stove, which was mainly used for cooking and baking. In the winter it also heated part of the house. Grandfather, father, mother and the grown-up members of the family would wash individually by placing the large flat metal bowl on the floor and standing in it and pouring clean water over themselves with a container resembling a watering-can. I took it for granted that this was how grown-ups washed.


‘When I needed a wash at the age of six or seven or eight my mother would place me in the middle of our wooden tub, which was mainly used for laundry, and in it I would sit like in a kayak to be soaped and scrubbed by my mother. This bathroom served once a week as a laundry room when a woman would come on a Monday, heat the water in a cauldron and hand-wash the clothes and linen.’


Roman Halter also remembered, as Menachem Silberstein had done, the weekly ritual bath. ‘The grown-ups went to the Mikveh once a week,’ he wrote. ‘There they were soaped or scrubbed or massaged or flogged with birch twigs. After having been massaged or flogged, the men would begin dressing, and while they dressed they would either sing dirty Jewish ditties or tell jokes. My father and grandfather didn’t consider the Yiddish jokes and songs suitable for my young ears, and I would be ordered to sit and wait in the small lobby by the entrance door where I could only hear peals of laughter. I was sorry to miss the fun, the songs and the dirty jokes. I promised myself that when I became Bar Mitzvah I would persuade my father and grandfather to let me hear the songs and jokes. Somehow though, in my heart I didn’t think that my father would be persuaded.’46


By the time Roman was thirteen years old the Germans were in Chodecz, and the time of communal baths and jokes was over.


Arthur Poznanski was born on 7 November 1927 in Praszka, a small town in western Poland only a few miles from the German border with Poland. His father Wladislaw was the headmaster of the local State-run school for Jewish children. Having spent two years studying medicine at the Sorbonne, Wladislaw Poznanski had been forced to return to Poland on the death of his father, to earn a living to support his family. His wife



Perla was a teacher who specialised in arts and crafts. They met when she came to teach at the Praszka school, fell in love and married. ‘In Praszka.’ Arthur Poznanski recalled, ‘we occupied a spacious apartment that took up the whole first floor of a house that used to belong to a Polish nobleman. We had a live-in female servant and at times also a nanny. However, Praszka was a very small town with very few amenities and my parents wished to settle in a bigger town with more and better facilities.


‘On my father’s application for a transfer, he was offered the position of senior schoolmaster in a school for both Polish and Jewish children in Wielun, a much larger town with a population of about fourteen to fifteen thousand, with a hospital, cinemas, and better amenities. My mother was offered a teaching position in the same school. We moved to Wielun where we lived in an apartment in one of the main streets in the centre of the town until the outbreak of the war. Here we also had room for a live-in maid. And we had electric lighting, something new for us, as Praszka had no electricity supply.


‘Most of our month-long annual summer vacations we spent in Rabka Zdroj, a spa in the Carpathian mountains. There we could play with other children in the forest or climb the hills and wade through mountain streams; a veritable paradise for children and a restful retreat for adults.


‘In spite of some minor annoyances from the local anti-Semitic youths who used to attack Jewish children on the way to school, we enjoyed a fairly comfortable existence. My parents were respected and liked by most of our Polish and Jewish neighbours and colleagues. We had a kosher household but my parents were not overly religious. We only spoke Polish at home and had more Polish than Jewish friends.’47


In Bielsko-Biala, a town within sight of the mountains that form the Polish-Czech border, Jan Goldberger, who was just twelve when war broke out, recalled his earliest memories of anti-Semitism in the streets. ‘Jew, a pig is following you’, and ‘Disbelieving, scabby Jew’, the boys at the neighbouring school would call out. They would also throw stones at the Jewish boys. ‘Whenever I came home and told my mother, she would tell me to avoid them and run away. As you can see, it was a way of life that had become accepted over the years. There were fights virtually every day at school between the non-Jewish and Jewish children, as the two schools were across the road from each other. It was therefore arranged that the two schools would come out at different times.’48


In Sieradz, on the Warta River, Mayer Hersh witnessed a young Catholic priest ‘boycotting the open market where most of the stallholders



were Jewish. In minutes, all potential non-Jewish customers had disappeared’. He also remembered the non-Jewish caretaker of the building where he lived who volunteered to work on German farms in 1938. ‘On his return, he said with a smirk on his face, “When Hitler comes over here he will cut all your Jewish heads off”.’49


David Hirszfeld, from the village of Bobowa, was just ten years old when the war broke out. He recalled, just before the war, ‘being chased by Polish children who threw stones at the wheels of my bicycle, which led to a fall, and I almost ended up with a broken nose.’50


In Przemysl, a town that had been part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire before 1919, and then became part of Poland, Witold Gutt was sent to a Polish not a Hebrew school. He was, he explained, ‘being brought up as a Polish patriot. However, I was told to strike out if anyone at my school abused me as a Jew. This I did from the outset, and established a situation where Jews in my class were not molested.’ A favourite term of abuse, hurled at Jewish boys on their way home from school, was ‘Ty parszywy Zyd’ (‘You scabby – or mangy – Jew’). ‘A few wise families,’ Gutt reflected, ‘had left for Palestine’. Nevertheless, Jewish life flourished. ‘There was a lively cultural club in the Jewish community, and there were sports clubs and an active social life for the younger people. Excellent Jewish bread and pastries were available!’51


Fifteen miles from Przemysl is the small town of Bircza. Israel (Srulek) Rubinfeld was born there on 3 December 1928. At the age of four he began his Jewish studies: the Hebrew alphabet, reading, writing, the Torah and the Tanach. The small classroom was the rabbi’s kitchen. At the age of seven he entered the local school, while continuing his Jewish studies for four hours each day once school was over. Relations between Christians and Jews were ‘decent’ at school, he recalled. ‘We were only subject to Jew-baiting and name-calling on Wednesday afternoons, after the priest taught the Catholic children their catechism classes. Then, we were called “Christ-killers” and “Judas, dirty Jew”, and told, “Jews, go to Palestine”. Physically and mentally we held our own. We stuck together and felt pretty confident. In the classroom and at sports we got along well.’52


Kopel Kandelcukier was born in the Polish town of Bialobrzegi, south of Warsaw, on 7 March 1928. Of the 9,000 people in the town, 2,500 were Jews. Kopel’s father was an ironmonger. The local Catholic school



which he attended held classes on Saturday. Jewish children were exempt from these, and a Christian friend, the son of the local magistrate, helped him catch up with the classes he missed, including maths, chemistry and Polish. After school, which ended on weekdays at two o’clock, he went on to cheder. ‘On a Saturday my father was very proud of me when I recited the weekly parasha53 by heart with the musical notes. My father was a Hassid and spent a lot of time studying the Talmud, and of course expected me to at least become a rabbi.’


The Jewish community of Bialobrzegi had a good cantor. Choir practice was held in Kopel’s home, ‘as we could accommodate them all’. Kopel himself was in the choir from the age of ten.


‘In the late 1930s,’ Kopel Kendall recalled, ‘I noticed young Poles with black armbands in the town, with placards saying “Don’t buy from Jews”. Around Christmas and Easter was the worst time for us Jewish people. The Christians walked the streets in procession, following the Cross, and we had to stay indoors to avoid unnecessary trouble. Although there was some friction between Christians and Jews, we held our own.’54


Michael Perlmutter was born in the Polish town of Opatow on 21 April 1928, the youngest of three children. ‘We had a comfortable and spacious home. My parents owned and operated a sweet and chocolate factory, it was successful and provided an above-average lifestyle.


‘We were always wary of the anti-Semitism around us, and did not wander into forbidden territory where we could, and usually did, get brutally assaulted by the roving bands of Poles. I had my first such experience when I was into my third month of the first year of public school, at the age of seven. I was leaving school at the end of the day, when I was suddenly surrounded by the Polish pupils yelling at me, “You dirty Jew, we will get you clean!” and they proceeded to dunk me in a barrel of freezing rainwater. I was eventually released, and by the time I got home – it was a half-mile walk – I was totally encased in ice. I spent that whole winter in bed with pneumonia.’


The seven-year-old boy’s parents enrolled him in the Hebrew-language Tarbut school in Opatow ‘which luckily had just opened. It was sheer delight being amongst civilised school mates, and life was beautiful!’55


Also born in Opatow, within six months of Michael Perlmutter, was Salek Orenstein. Nearly half a century later he recalled the life of a young Orthodox boy in that bustling Jewish community. His education had begun at an early age, ‘when I would be brought to cheder by the



“Belfer”, a type of Pied Piper figure, who went about the Jewish houses collecting all the tiny children. I remember him shouting, “I’ll come and fetch you at nine o’clock”, which strikes me now as rather ridiculous because I am quite certain that he never had a watch. At cheder I sat on a little bench, about twelve inches high, in front of a large board on which was written the Alef-Beis: the ABC. Our melamed56 was a comical character chiefly because he had no teeth; when he opened his mouth to speak we could all see that it was completely empty. It was an early start to my Jewish education but it paid off; by the age of five I was quite experienced in Chumash and Rashi.


‘I loved cheder. I especially looked forward to going there on a day when my mother had given me pocket money to buy myself a little treat. Outside the cheder sat an old, old lady with a face full of wrinkles. She was called Yentel Beila and her head was covered in a cupke – a headscarf – studded all over with glass and coloured stones. There she sat, on an old brown stool on a straw-packed cushion, swathed in heavy shawls and cloaks to keep in the warmth. In front of her stood a pot full of glowing charcoals, a sort of portable stove I suppose, over which she roasted a rack of steaming beans. Her sleeves, her shawl and even her chin were blackened by the fire which she tended all day long. For five groszy,57 I could buy myself a measure of beans wrapped in newspaper. I was very pleased indeed. With the beans in my hand I made a right royal entrance into the cheder classroom, all the little cheder boys begging and pleading for a taste and promising me something special in return.


‘As I grew older, cheder occupied the afternoons, while every morning was spent at secular school. There were two schools in Opatow, a Jewish school established by a Zionist named Weissblum – a Tarbut school where the language of instruction was Hebrew – which I attended for just a short while before the war. There was also a local Catholic junior school and that was where I was sent. I believe that the Orthodox Jews of Opatow took the view that it was preferable for their sons and daughters to be educated in the Catholic school rather than – chas ve’challilah58 – learn a distorted version of the Bible.


‘I shall never forget the torment of the Jewish children in the Catholic school. I remember arriving in school one morning and somebody greeting me by pushing chazer59 into my mouth – for a laugh. The teachers, also non-Jews, did not intervene in any way. You can imagine



the sort of education we received there. We were frequently attacked as we left school to make our way home. They threw stones at us and they pushed us around. That was our preparation for what was to come.


‘There were eleven Jewish children in my class, six girls and five boys, I think, and once a week a Jewish teacher would come in and give us some religious instruction. The rest of the time, we had to remove our caps and stand up together with the non-Jewish children while they said their prayers and crossed themselves. The truth was that the Jewish children were brighter and achieved better results than their non-Jewish students and on account of it, they hated our guts even more.’


As well as school, there were the Jewish communal activities into which every Jewish child was drawn. ‘As a little boy I also had my duties,’ Salek Orenstein wrote of himself as a seven- and eight-year-old. ‘Each week I was entrusted with taking the chickens to the shochet.60 The live chickens were put into a little basket with their heads sticking out of the bottom. I was given two groszy or three or five – I can’t quite remember which – to hand over to the shochet with the chickens. He slaughtered them in the ritual way, and after having extracted the blood, he put the chickens back into the basket – again with the heads sticking out – so that by the end of the journey there was no longer any visible trace of blood.


‘The slaughterhouse was not very far from our home, just four or five minutes away, but then, of course, you could cross the whole town in ten minutes! Another of my chores was to bring the chulent61 pot to the baker on Friday afternoon. Our pot had a special ribbon tied around it, in blue and red. My mother had put it there so that when I picked it up the following day on Shabbes morning, I would be able to recognise our pot immediately and not bring back somebody else’s food!’ This mistake was not uncommon.


‘There was no water supply in our flat,’ Salek Orenstein continued, ‘no tap, no toilet, no bath. All water for the daily needs of the home was stored in a big barrel that stood in the kitchen and the Jewish water-carriers – men and women alike – used to come up and refill it once or twice a day. At the same time, the water-carriers used to exploit the service by asking my mother to give them a little bit of hot water (with a dash of tea) if they could see the kettle standing on the stove. “Gib mir a bissale heiss wasser” (“Give me a little hot water”), I remember them begging.


‘Our regular water-carrier was a chap named Zisskind and I always



gave him hot water to drink. But before I did so, I used to ask, “Zisskind! Tehillim Perek Heh, Pasuk Lamed-Alef – Psalms, fifth chapter, line thirty-one – tell me how does it start?” He could tell you any reference that you cared to give him, all by heart, and he always got it right first time. You could check a thousand times and it was always correct. He must have been learning Torah all his life.


‘One day, this fellow Zisskind called with our delivery and said, “I must inform you, your water barrel is lined with dirt”. There was no filter of any description. The water often came up from the well with some fine deposits that had accumulated gradually, settling at the bottom of the storage barrel. That day he refused to fill the barrel until it had been thoroughly cleaned out first and he used this as a bargaining tool. “If you give me a glass of tea,” he said, “I will take the barrel downstairs, wash it out and you will have nice, pure water.”


‘I must have been seven or eight years old at the time, but I was clever enough to know that clean water is better than dirty water, and we made a deal. When he saw me puffing and blowing out my cheeks to ignite the flame for his hot water, he suggested I add a bit of paraffin to it. In his eagerness, he spilled the paraffin and singed his beard, but he got his drink and I never mentioned this adventure to my mother.


‘I will never forget Zisskind as he left our flat with his empty pails. Each time he did so his lips were moving, reciting Psalms. He never stopped. I could bump into him three or four times in one day around the town delivering water to his regular customers, and whenever I saw him he was always davening62 and all his conversation was punctuated with a standard exclamation: “Baruch Hashem” (“Blessed be the Lord”).’


Salek Orenstein also recalled the characters who were part and parcel of Jewish life in Opatow when he was a young boy. ‘On Fridays, I remember, a little man, known as Reb Moishe, came to our house bringing with him a small bottle full of wine which he carried secretively inside his kapoteh.63 The reason that the wine was kept hidden inside his kapoteh, I discovered, was that he did not want to expose it to non-Jewish eyes. I was fascinated by this and asked him, “Why do you hold it like that in the lining of your coat?” To which he replied, “So that the goyim – the non-Jews – should not see it.” If a goy saw the wine – still less touched it – the wine would not be fit to use for Kiddush.64


‘From his right-hand pocket he produced a little cup and poured out four or five measures of wine, raisin wine which he had made himself, and transferred them into our own household container. I watched him



closely as he did this and often challenged his accuracy by commenting: “It was not a full cup! You didn’t give us the correct measure!” “Reb Moishe,” I used to say, “you should see the milkman Reb Favel’s measuring cup, it is much bigger than yours!” To which he answered: “Oy! Red nicht kein narischkeiten! Er hot sore milch, ich hob gutten wein!” (“Oh! Don’t tell me such nonsense! He has sour milk, I have good wine!”)


‘Every morning, summer and winter, Favel, the old milkman, went from house to house, carrying two large buckets of milk. The only other item of equipment was the zinc measuring cup which was suspended by a small chain from the side of one of these buckets, rattling and thumping as he walked around the town making his deliveries. He was a small man with broad shoulders, and a long, wide, red beard which practically covered his entire face. He wore a sackcloth apron tied around his belly with a length of rope, front to back. A piece of red material – for wiping his beard – hung down from the rope. It had two knots in it; one for the coins which he was saving to buy food for Shabbes,65 the other knot containing change to give the balebustas.66 Whenever he was late with his delivery, he had one standard excuse: “I went first to the ladies who have just given birth to babies. Azoi shteit geschriben” (“That is how it is written – ordained”).’67


Moniek Goldberg was born in the small town of Glowaczow on 5 May 1928. His father manufactured shirts and underwear, travelling from town to town to sell their goods. ‘My parents worked very hard,’ he recalled. ‘They went to the markets in neighbouring towns. So, it was Monday in one town, Tuesday the market was in Glowaczow, then Wednesday and Thursday out of town. They left early when it was still dark and returned home late, past dark. It was especially hard for them in winter. I remember my sister and I used to get into their beds to warm them for their return home. To run our house my cousin Esther was there ever since I can remember, until just before the war when she got married.


‘I don’t remember when I started cheder but I must have been very young as in cheder I was always ahead of boys my age. At age seven I started secular school and to this day I remember the names from the roster listed before my name. We must have been about forty children. From the Jewish children in my class I am the only one who survived. The routine was as follows: I got up, washed, recited prayers, ate



breakfast and went to school from 8 a.m. until noon. From school I went directly to cheder where Esther was waiting for me to make certain that I ate lunch. I didn’t get home until about five in the evening.


‘There was very little anti-Semitism. Actually, as a young boy, I experienced none. I played with boys both Jewish and Gentile whose fathers had played with my father. To the best of my recollection the teachers in the school were fair.’


When Moniek Goldberg was nine years old his parents moved to the nearby town of Kozienice, where ‘for the first time I came face to face with anti-Semitism. There were fights in school. Every day I had to go home the long way round so as to walk with Jewish boys for safety’s sake. The teachers were blatantly unfair. A Jew had to be excellent just to get a passing grade. After a fight, the Jewish boys would always end up getting punished. For a boy of nine years who had never experienced such treatment it was very hard to take. My parents also started talking about the dangers of going to the markets. There had been a pogrom in Przytyk.68


“‘Don’t buy from the Jews” became a national slogan being openly preached in the churches. The “picketniks” would stand in front of Jewish stalls and harangue the Poles not to patronise them. It was not unusual for Polish hooligans to break windows or turn over Jewish stalls in the markets, knowing that we had no legal redress. So, my parents, as indeed all Jews, lived with grave forebodings about the future. Life had to go on. There was really no way out for them. Looking at it now, as a man sixty-seven years of age, I see that they had very few options and had to make the best of it. And so life went on.’


Moniek Goldberg joined the Kozienice yeshiva.69 His older sister was considering going to Palestine, and was worried whether their parents would let her go. Every Friday evening, life was transformed by the coming of the Sabbath. ‘After the candles were lit, everything seemed to slow down. When we walked to synagogue for services, the best way that I can describe my father is that he walked like an aristocrat, somehow taller and straighter. I can still see my mother’s face when I made Kiddush for myself the first time. After we ate, we sang zemirot.70 There are survivors from Kozienice who remind me now that they used to sit on our porch and listen to us sing.’


Reflecting on those pre-war days, Moniek Goldberg wrote: ‘That world is gone. Of my father’s nine brothers and sisters, only one sister survived, in Russia, and lived to reach Israel, where she passed away in 1978. Of



my mother’s family – she had three brothers and five sisters – only one brother survived, as he had emigrated to Canada in 1912. I had eighty-two first cousins that I knew, and can recall by name. Only five of us survived – not counting four in Canada.’71


Arek Hersh – like Mayer Hersh (but no relation of his) – was born in the town of Sieradz on 13 September 1928. He had three sisters, Mania, Itka and Dvora, and a brother, Tovia. Sieradz was a town of about twenty thousand Christians and five thousand Jews, ‘set in rural surroundings’, Arek later recalled, ‘with forests on the horizon and fields of rape-seed shining like gold in the summer’. It was also a garrison town, and his father Szmuel Jona, a bootmaker by trade, ‘was kept busy making officers’ boots – so busy sometimes, in fact, that he had to employ two people to help him’. Theirs was an Orthodox family, ‘faithfully following all the Jewish laws and traditions. Each week my father took Tovia and me to synagogue.’


The religious orthodoxy of Arek Hersh’s parents was typical of the modern orthodoxy that had developed in many Polish Jewish families at that time. ‘Both my father and mother were very modern in outlook,’ he recalled. ‘They loved dancing and won several competitions. My father was a great believer in socialist ideals, and was very interested in world politics, history and psychology. Though he was kind and had a good sense of humour (a trait inherited by Tovia), he was also a great disciplinarian. I remember once he caught me playing cards with some friends, and he took me home and lectured me on the evils of gambling. He never had to resort to violence to make us obey his word, but nevertheless obey we did, both out of respect for his viewpoint and out of fear of his disapproval.


‘My mother, Bluma (which in Hebrew is Shoshana, which means Rose), was a very beautiful and gentle woman. She was slim with high cheekbones and dark hair drawn back into a bun. She put great store in the value of education, and used to tell me that when I grew up she would ensure I received the best possible chance for higher education in order to learn a profession. Her ancestors were Spanish, as could be seen from her looks, and my father’s were Russian. My father’s family had come to Poland from Russia one hundred and fifty years before; my mother’s family could be traced back to the Spanish Inquisition.’


On market day, Arek Hersh recollected, peasants from the surrounding villages came to Sieradz ‘in national costume, clattering through the cobbled streets in their clogs, to sell butter, eggs and fruit’; and in their



turn bought clothing and other necessities, such as sugar, salt and flour, from Jewish shopkeepers. Arek Hersh also recalled ‘columns of soldiers, some on horseback, all carrying guns’, who passed by on their way to manoeuvres. ‘My friends and I used to march behind these columns, carrying pieces of wood on our shoulders in place of guns, and we used to watch the ceremony of swearing allegiance to Poland which was held in the market square.’


One of Arek Hersh’s earliest memories was of the death of his sister Dvora from whooping cough. She was only three years old. At the funeral, he remembered his parents ‘supporting one another in their grief. My sisters walked either side of my parents, whilst Tovia and I walked behind. I remember the mourners clearly, the men in their black coats and hats, the women in their fox collars, some with shawls over their heads. I remember, also, two beggars walking beside us, all the time rattling their tins, pleading for money.


‘The funeral procession slowly passed by the park where Dvora and I used to play. It was autumn, so the trees and the ground were covered in golden leaves, the birches swaying to and fro in the breeze. We arrived at the cemetery gates, then passed through them to little Dvora’s newly-dug grave. The path was narrow, the tombstones on both sides written in Yiddish, Hebrew and Polish. As the Rabbi gave a eulogy prayer, committing Dvora’s body to the ground, I stood and wept, brokenhearted.’


In 1935 Marshal Pilsudski died. He had been the father of Poland’s inter-war independence, a distinguished soldier and a benevolent dictator. Arek Hersh was then six years old. Shortly after Pilsudski’s death, Arek’s sister Mania took him to the cinema. Part of the programme that day was a newsreel showing Pilsudski’s funeral. ‘Mania and I, sitting in the front row, had to look up at the screen,’ he later recalled, ‘and I remember being engrossed in what I was watching. Suddenly, however, there came a shot of the cavalry charging straight at the screen, and of horses’ hooves and underbellies as they leapt over what was presumably a cameraman sitting in a ditch. Being so young, I was absolutely terrified; it had seemed as though the horses were charging straight at me. I felt very ill and couldn’t stop shaking, and Mania had to take me home where I was immediately put to bed.


‘My mother called the doctor, who examined me, and, though he admitted he was puzzled as to what was actually wrong with me, prescribed me some medicine. Tovia fetched the medicine from the apothecary. It looked and tasted awful and had not the slightest effect on my condition. I lay in bed, crying and shaking with fear, my body racked with sharp pains. I remember my mother trying to comfort me,



whispering soothingly in Yiddish, “Sha mein kind” (“Be still, my child”), and singing a lullaby, “Shluf mein kinderle, shluf” (“Sleep, my little child, sleep”). She was very worried about me, but eventually I drifted into sleep.


‘I awoke later with the sound of wind driving the rain against the windows. My lips were dry and I felt as though I was burning up. I cried out for my mother, who burst into the room together with my grandmother, Flora Natal, and my father. My mother held me to her body and stroked my face gently. She said to Flora, “What can it be? Even the doctor doesn’t know.” For a few moments the room was silent, my father running his fingers through his hair, my grandmother staring at me intently. Then suddenly my grandmother announced that she was going to see a medium called Golda to ask if she could help. Without another word, she left the house.


‘Half an hour later my grandmother returned, accompanied by an old Jewish lady with a long, bony face, a shawl protecting her head against the rain, and piercing eyes which regarded me intently. The Jewish lady asked my mother if she could have a pan and either some wax or candles. These items were provided for her, and she placed the wax in the pan, then began to melt it over the fire. As she was doing this, she placed a hand on my head and began to pray. This went on for quite a while, until finally the old lady removed the pan from the fire and displayed its contents for us to see. To our astonishment the wax in the pan had formed into the shape of a horse. By the next morning I was feeling much, much better.


‘I leave open to your judgement the explanation for this strange occurrence. Personally I believe the medium, Golda, performed some sort of exorcism over me, ridding me of the terrible fear that had taken a hold. Certainly from that point on I began to recuperate very quickly, and a few days later I was up and about again and playing with my friends.’


While he was still young, Arek Hersh’s family moved to the town of Konin. There, while on the way to school, he encountered one of the town’s characters. ‘He was an old man dressed in a fur hat, a Russian-type caftan and high boots with his trousers tucked into them. He had a beard and a large handlebar moustache, and he earned his living by selling edible oils. He owned a horse that he blindfolded with a sack, and which would plod round and round, pulling a wheel which ground the sunflower seeds that produced the oil. We used to watch this process, fascinated. The old man used to stop us and talk to us as we passed by his premises. He would ask us to pull his finger, and as we did he would fart. We were absolutely intrigued by this behaviour, but very soon we got used to him and refused to do his bidding. Instead we used to watch



other children fall into the trap, and as they did we would fall about with laughter. The old man never seemed to run out of wind and could always oblige.’


Returning after a few years to Sieradz, Arek Hersh had warm memories of the journey to school. ‘It was a beautiful walk, especially in the summer, cutting through a large park and also along a path with an apple orchard on one side and a pear orchard on the other. There were also strawberry patches, and in the summer, when the strawberries were ripe, we used to pick and eat them. The school itself was an old building, and round the back there was a pond where I would spend many happy hours watching the frogs leaping in and out of the water. I used to love watching the animals and birds, and often on the way home I would stop in the park to see the antics of the squirrels or the storks beside the River Warta bringing food for their chicks.’


The school in Sieradz was a Hebrew school, where Arek Hersh learned the Bible and the Five Books of Moses, translating from Hebrew into Yiddish. He remembered his teacher, Godlewicz, a man with a small beard and spectacles who walked with a stoop. There were ten boys in the class, and the teacher ‘would make us repeat a sentence over and over again until I grew bored and began speaking to the boy sitting next to me. When this happened, Godlewicz would hit me with the ruler the same amount of times as he had told us to repeat the sentence.’


Arek Hersh had particularly fond recollections of the winter months. ‘When the river froze over we used to go down and ice-skate on it. Often I used to go home with my head covered in bumps where I had fallen over, which my father would press with a silver coin to reduce the swelling. As well as ice-skating I also loved sledging, and had my own sledge which I had made from wood and iron bands which were used to bind packing cases. I used to lie flat on my stomach and launch myself down the steep slopes, guiding myself along with the toecaps of my shoes.


‘We used to watch as horses and carts delivered large chunks of ice that had been cut out of the River Warta. This ice would be sprinkled with sawdust and stacked in a large ice house where it would stay until summer, when it would be used for such things as making ice-cream and in hospitals. However, though the winters were severe, this did not prevent the peasants from coming into Sieradz on market days. The peasants would appear on sleighs pulled by horses with bells round their necks. It was a lovely sight. Often we used to hang on to the backs of sleighs and be pulled along until the driver spotted us. Then he would lash out with his whip, and we of course would let go quickly.


‘Another trick of mine was to tie the rope of my sledge on to the back of a horse-drawn sleigh when the driver was not looking. This way I



used to travel many kilometres without the driver being aware of me.’


In September 1938 Arek Hersh celebrated his tenth birthday. ‘I was still doing all the mischievous things that boys of my age do – climbing trees for conkers or walnuts or fruit, and being chased by the park keeper, playing games such as palant, which is played with a bat and a piece of wood that is pointed at both ends (the idea being to hit one of the points with the bat, which would then fly into the air, then to hit it again: whoever hit it furthest would be deemed the winner) and generally just having fun. We were little aware of the impending world situation, and even less aware of its implications.


‘I think the first indications that all was not well among the Jewish population came when German Jews began to be sent across the border to Poland. As Sieradz was only fifty miles from the border, many of these Jews came into our town, full of stories about the inhumanity of the Nazis and about how badly Jews were being treated in Germany. However, although these people were being forcibly expelled from the country and allowed to take only a few possessions with them, they were well-fed and smartly-dressed and seemed to be of the general opinion that things in Germany would soon improve and they would be able to return home. A committee was set up in Sieradz to help these people, and they were absorbed into the Jewish community. Though we personally couldn’t take anyone as we had no room, my father helped organise homes for all those who had been sent across the border.


‘Another indication of the growing strength of Nazism at this time was the higher degree of anti-Semitism among the Volksdeutsche (Ethnic Germans) living in and around Sieradz.72 I remember one market day I went into a Jewish-owned shop in the market square, and as I entered, two Christian Poles stopped a couple behind me, a peasant and his wife, with the words, “Don’t go into this shop. It is owned by Jews.”


‘Even among the children anti-Semitism began to increase. On many occasions we would come out of school to be apprehended by Christian boys shouting, “Dirty Jew, go back to Palestine”. As a child I did not realise the deep meaning behind all these actions, but the blind senseless hatred I felt will be ingrained in my mind for as long as I live. I did not understand why we were suddenly being treated as second-class citizens: Jews in Poland did their military service, they fought for their country; my father himself was a case in point. However, it must be stressed that this mindless racism did not extend to everybody. We still had many non-Jewish Polish friends who were really wonderful to us. In the



cinemas the newsreels began to show how Poland was preparing for war.


‘My father and his friends would stand outside the synagogue with their prayer books in their hands, and one would say, “There will be an invasion”, while another would argue that there would not.’73


Like Arek Hersh, Abram Huberman, from the town of Pulawy, remembered the death of Marshal Pilsudski in 1935. ‘There are two things I remember from my school (apart from the constant battles we had with the non-Jewish pupils on the way to and from school)’, he later wrote. ‘One was the parade we took part in when Marshal Pilsudski died. All the children wore black armbands, and very solemn music was played. The other was when my class was asked to write a letter to a school in Czechoslovakia, welcoming them to Poland. This happened at the end of October 1938, when Germany occupied Czechoslovakia, and gave a small part of it to Poland. It was that part to which we wrote. The idea was that whoever wrote the neatest letter, that was the one to be sent. I had the doubtful honour of having my letter chosen.’74


Israel Wilder, known to his friends as Krulik, was born on 3 December 1928 in Piotrkow Tribunalski.75 There were 55,000 people in his town, of whom 15,000 were Jews. ‘Outside our apartment in the square where we lived,’ he later wrote, ‘there was always activity and excitement, droshkis (horse and carriage) were parked outside. There was also a pub next door, people sitting and drinking beer, discussing politics of the day and often engaged in financial transactions.


‘We lived in a small apartment, my mother – my beautiful mother Chaja – my gifted older sister Basia, and my father Lajb. The apartment consisted of two rooms, no running water, no toilet, no luxuries, but nevertheless I only remember the happy life. The toilets were outside at the back of the yard, it was dreadful to go down there in winter, people made a mess all over the place.


‘As a small boy I remember my school, there were mostly Jewish children. I remember I was a very poor student. My sister who went to the same school as me, and was four years older, always got top marks in every subject, whereas I got dreadful marks. Whenever I brought home a report from school, my parents always shouted at me, and said, “Look at your sister’s marks, why can’t you get marks like that, don’t you like school?” I liked playing at school but did not like schoolwork.


‘However my favourite pastime was when we went home and we



used to fight with the kids from other schools. I also remember well, cheder, where my grandfather was a melamed (teacher). Again I did not like cheder either. Like all the boys, all I wanted to do was play, after all, I was only seven or eight years old.


‘Before the war my father had a stall in the market selling hosiery. When I did not attend school my favourite time was when I went to help him in the market. When be was not working in the market he was very active and involved in the Bund movement, a Jewish socialist movement with a Jewish cultural identity.76 The great event was in May, when it seemed like the whole town was marching on Labour Day. We kids used to run about following the marchers; this event took place every year. I also enjoyed very much the winters in Poland because we could skate in the streets. In our square there were numerous boys and girls snowballing and skating, and I have many memories of those days.’77


Ben Helfgott, whose grandmother had persuaded his father to give up his desire to go to Palestine, recalled the Jewish poverty even in Piotrkow, a prosperous city. ‘I will always remember,’ he later wrote, ‘little boys, shoeless, dressed in tatters, going round begging with the hope of nothing more than a crust of bread. I recall on one occasion a boy about my age knocking at our door. I turned him away. My mother called me, and severely reprimanded me, saying, “You should be grateful that you are not in that position yourself” – and she ensured that I gave the boy more than his crust of bread.


‘I realised my mistake immediately and have not forgotten its lesson. The incident with the beggar had a profound influence on many of my actions since then. From a warm home like ours, a flat in an apartment block which to the beggars of the town must have seemed like paradise, the life of the poor was so distant, yet it was part of our everyday existence.’78


Salamon Rafael Winogrodzki, like Krulik Wilder and Ben Helfgott a boy from Piotrkow, was born on 17 March 1929. ‘Trying to remember as a child of ten years old,’ he recalled, ‘the town seemed to be quite big. We did not live in what was known as the Jewish Quarter. We lived in an apartment (my family owned the whole block of these apartments) on a street called Pilsudskiego which was named after President Pilsudski. It was the main street of the town.’


The members of young Salamon’s family were his father Chaim, his



mother, Hanna, and his two sisters, Esther and Ruth. He was the eldest of the three children. ‘My father was a French-polisher and he had his own business, in which he employed other people. Also our immediate family owned a sawmill in Piotrkow, which gave employment to a lot of people in the town. We were a middle-class family. We had a very comfortable lifestyle: as children we never wanted for anything. I remember going on holidays to the lakes many times with my family.


‘I went to a school which was mixed Jews and Christians. I remember I did enjoy my schooldays, and I must have done reasonably well as my family never complained or showed any disappointment in my school-work. I did enjoy football in the summer and tobogganing in the winter. As far as anti-Semitism at school was concerned, I did not have too much trouble as I was friendly with Jewish and Christian boys. And the only reason why I think they did not bully or fight with me was because my father and the immediate family gave work to nearly all the boys’ fathers. All this came to an abrupt end at the beginning of September 1939.’79


Another of those whose home was in Piotrkow was Sevek Finkelstein (now Sidney Finkel). Born on 19 December 1931, he was among the youngest of the boys brought to England in August 1945. ‘My first real experience of the hatred of Jews by Poles,’ he recalled, ‘was when I was seven or eight and walked to my school. On the other side of the street there would always be a gathering of young kids who would call out “Ugly Jews”, and they would throw stones and things at us. I just could not understand why they were doing that to me. I did not know them and they certainly did not know me. In a sense, if anyone was going to throw stones it was supposed to be me. The idea of throwing things at others had a certain appeal to me. I soon thought it out as being normal behaviour. They were throwing stones at me, not because of who I was as an individual, but because I was born into a Jewish family. Being Jewish was to be inferior and deserving of punishment. I did not like it that they threw stones because I was Jewish, so I used to cover my face with my hand so that they would not know I was Jewish.’80


Yosek Rotbaum (now Joseph Ribo) was born in Glowaczow in 1932, but spent part of his childhood in a village, Cecylowka, which consisted, he recalled, ‘of two rows of wooden houses with thatched roofs, and a dusty road dividing the two sides of the village’. His father sold timber, animal skins and fruit. In the early spring, long before the fruit had



ripened, he would buy in advance the fruit crop of entire orchards from some of the villagers, and then he would take up residence in the village where the fruit was to be harvested. In the summer of 1939, Joseph Ribo recalled, ‘there was no empty house available for rent, so Father put up a tent-like shack in one of the orchards, and had it thatched with straw. Mother arranged the interior. The sleeping quarters were at one end of the shack and the living quarters at the entrance.


‘And so we lived in the midst of nature, my father Israel – called Srul by the Poles, mother Rikle (Regina), eleven-year-old Nahman, nine-year-old sister Rivka; five-year-old sister Kraindle and myself – seven-year-old Yossale, called Yosek by the Poles. We kids loved the summers in the village. The transition from the dreary and dusty shtetl81 of Glowaczow, where we lived for most of the year, into the evergreen and more open surroundings of the village, was exhilarating, especially Cecylowka, whose pasture fields bordered on a brook; and beyond the brook was the forest, full of wonders and fright.


‘We used to join the Polish kids who took their family’s livestock for pasture. There we would play together, splash around and try to catch fish in the shallow brook, and, very cautiously creep into the forest. There were plenty of tales circulating about the dangers of the forest. There was always a kid who would swear that his grandma saw the dwarfs sleeping underneath the shrubs and that we should be careful not to make a noise and wake them up.


‘By the time we filled our bellies full of raspberries and blackberries, we would start to move towards the village, dirty, wet and full of scratches, but happy. The scolding by mother was inevitable.’82


Twice a week Yosek Rotbaum’s parents would bring a tutor – a melamed – to the village to teach their children to read the Jewish prayer book. ‘All of us children resented having to stay at home,’ he recalled, ‘instead of being out in nature and playing with other Polish boys and girls.’ He also remembered the many guests who came to stay in their village house. ‘Every Jew who happened to pass in the vicinity,’ he recalled, ‘or get stranded for one reason or another, would knock on our door. They were always welcome, and a hot meal and a straw mattress were always provided. Some people even took advantage of my parents’ hospitality!’83


Shloime Zalman Judensznajder (now Solly Irving) was born in the small Polish town of Ryki on 12 August 1930. About 2,500 Jews lived there.



‘I was attacked and beaten up many times on the way home from school,’ he recalled. ‘One particular incident is still fresh in my mind. I was set upon by a few boys, and after a good beating they stuffed my mouth with bacon. My parents were furious and took me to the headmaster. The next day at assembly, the headmaster called me out in front of the school, to show him who the culprits were. He was quite a big man, and I was a very small eight-year-old. He pulled me round the playground, not by my hand but by my ear, and to this day I suffer pain in my left ear.’


The eight-year-old Shloime could not remember ‘having time for play’. After school, his oldest sister Rivka would meet him outside their home with some lunch, and take him straight on to cheder. Then, ‘after coming home for supper, I would go on to a different Rebbe for some other lesson. I remember the Friday evenings when my father would test me on what I had learned during the week on the Torah, and I was full of nerves. I would then go round to the Rebbe of the town for the same test. I remember the dark winter evenings when I went to the Rebbe with a lantern, which I had made from a bottle with a candle in it. It was also fun at times skating in my shoes, and rolling down a little hill on my bottom, and getting a good spanking for doing so.’84


Another childhood recollection was that of Howard Chandler, born Chaim Wajchendler in December 1928 in Wierzbnik, on the outskirts of Starachowice, a hundred miles south of Warsaw. ‘There were four children in our family,’ he recalled, ‘the oldest a girl, and three boys of whom I was the middle one. We owned a two-storey, twelve-room house that my maternal grandfather built. We occupied four of the rooms and the rest were rented out.


‘My father at one time had studied law and was very knowledgeable. He counted among his friends all in the legal profession, including all the judges, in town. He was very much in demand in the Jewish community for free legal advice and at times intervened on behalf of litigants so that trials involving Jews would not be held on Jewish holidays.’


All the boys testify, as Howard Chandler does, to the importance of the Jewish holidays in their pre-war lives. In the hundreds of large and self-contained Jewish communities in Poland, these holidays were celebrated, not as a minority in a predominantly Christian atmosphere, but with all the centrality, joy and satisfaction of a totally secure Jewish environment. The all-encompassing Jewishness of the Jewish sections of each town was their most notable, and their most comforting aspect. By



1945 that Jewishness, together with the Jews who had sustained it, had been totally destroyed.


Other aspects of the Jewish town life are mentioned by all the boys. ‘My family operated a general store where we all participated, including my mother and grandfather,’ Howard Chandler wrote. ‘My grandfather died just two weeks before the war broke out. My other grandfather, whom I never knew, was a shoichet.85 He was strictly orthodox. He had a long beard, as had my maternal grandfather. Father did not have a beard and we the boys did not have peyot.86 Father dressed modern during the week and on Sabbath and holidays wore orthodox garb. My sister attended a Bet Yakov school for girls and we attended cheder as well as the Public School which was compulsory. Education in our family was highly valued and we competed for good marks in school.


‘We were, I would judge, modern orthodox. All Jewish holidays were strictly observed and our house was strictly kosher. There was one church and one Bais Medrash87 to which was attached a yeshiva. We had an official rabbi and two or three other rabbis, each with his own followers. There were various Jewish organisations, religious, secular and political, as well as sports clubs. There was also Jewish representation on the local town council. Thursday was market day and most people took part since most Jews were artisans or storekeepers. Therefore this was the most important business day and people converged on the market square, which was almost in front of our house. The economic mainstay however was the government-owned ammunition plant where no Jews were allowed to be employed. Jews even avoided going near the fences of these factories lest they be accused of spying.


‘Jews and Catholics lived a tolerable coexistence, provided the priest in the only church was a decent person. But if he happened to be anti-Semitic, the relationship deteriorated, particularly just prior to the outbreak of the war and with the influence of German propaganda.”88


Zisha Schwimmer was born in the village of Strozowka, just outside the Polish town of Gorlice, on 5 April 1928. ‘We shared a house with my aunt Deborah,’ he recalled, ‘and with grandfather Joseph, who lived at the front of the house. My aunt owned a grocer’s shop in the front of the house. My grandfather was a cattle tradesman and owned a little farm with one cow. We – my father Mayer, my mother Esther Liba, my sister Rachel and my twin brother Chaim – lived in the back of the house. My father owned a shoe workshop in the same house. He made



handmade shoes for Jewish shops in Gorlice. My mother got the orders and delivered the shoes to the shops.’ School was until one in the afternoon. ‘After an hour’s break for a sandwich lunch, we went to cheder in the afternoon. We did not come home until six or seven in the evening. There wasn’t much time to play. Toys were unheard of. At school, pupils used to shout at us “Hitler is coming to get you”.’89


Harry Balsam was born in Gorlice a year after Zisha Schwimmer, on 8 May 1929. He lived there with his father Moses, his mother Adele, his three brothers Danny, Sanek and Joseph, and his sister Gitel. ‘My father was very orthodox and was the warden of the synagogue,’ he recalled. ‘In the morning we used to go to the elementary school and in the afternoon to cheder. We were brought up speaking two languages simultaneously, Polish and Yiddish. We were quite well off by local standards. My father was a miller and we had plenty of flour to bake our own bread. For the Sabbath we used to bake challahs, and if I remember correctly we used to take challahs and give them to our relations living in the same town. I thought we were quite comfortable, but thinking about it today I don’t suppose we were quite as comfortable as I really thought.’90


South-east of Gorlice, beyond Poland, across the Carpathian Mountains, lay the mountainous region of Ruthenia.91 Before 1914, like Gorlice, it was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In 1919 it became the most easterly region of the new state of Czechoslovakia. In October 1938, a year before the outbreak of war, at the time of the disintegration of Czechoslovakia, Ruthenia was annexed by Hungary. It was not until March 1944 that German rule led to the imposition of ghettos there, and the rapid deportation of the Jews of the region to Auschwitz. Among those who were to become the ‘boys’ of this story were more than a hundred from Ruthenia. One of them, Victor Greenberg, recalled his childhood in the village of Majdan, where forty-two Jewish families, and about twice as many Ukrainians, farmed the hilly countryside. ‘The picturesque mountains, hills and rivers are breathtaking,’ he wrote, in an account which reflects the experience of most of the ‘boys’ from Ruthenia. ‘Life revolved round religion, the rabbis ruled supreme. The festivals were the highlights in life. It was an environment comparable to that of Fiddler on the Roof. The Jews and Ukrainians had their separate



cultures, they did not really mix socially. The Jewish and Czech children attended Czech secular school. In addition, the Jewish kids had an extensive course of Jewish and religious studies, which began at 6.30 a.m., followed by secular school from 9 to 12.30. After lunch it was back to cheder till evening. A very busy schedule, but we nevertheless found time for recreation and games.


‘Overall, the two major communities had a reasonable coexistence, since it suited both parties to trade respectfully, as each was preoccupied with the struggle of feeding and bringing up their families. Until 1939 I had a normal happy childhood, surrounded by a large, loving family and friends. But they were economically hard times for all concerned. No one lived a Life of Riley, or as they say in Yiddish, “Wie Gott in Frankreich” (“Like God in France”).’92


For the Jews of Poland, there were many intimations of danger as the European crisis intensified during 1938 and early 1939. Perec Zylberberg, living in Lodz, was not quite fifteen when Hitler’s armies entered Prague in March 1939. ‘The life of a young person aged fifteen is full of wonders, discovery and expectations,’ he wrote in a recent diary of his recollections. ‘The events that were then unfolding were a culmination of at least a good number of years of my life. As a schoolboy I experienced many instances of overt and covert animosity from Polish boys and adults, sometimes more from children than grown-ups. Sometimes the reverse. The consciousness of its existence was a constant companion.


‘My school years, which lasted until 1938, were a period in which we knew about harassment. We, that is the immediate family and relatives, were scattered in many Polish and foreign lands.’


Ben Helfgott and many other boys share the recollections of Perec Zylberberg that ‘thoughts of leaving Poland for pleasanter places were often brought up at the dinner table. There was a noisy and pointed attempt by the then Polish government to limit the chances of a useful life for the Jews of Poland. It took various forms. Economic boycott, anti-Jewish legislation, restrictions in admitting Jews to schools of higher learning, as well as a covert action to make Jews feel insecure. Besides the real-life contact with neighbours and other people from the same street and places around us, we also had the news from abroad crowding in on us. The general atmosphere was loaded with apprehension. And yet we were looking forward to better days. We were the proverbial optimists.’93


That summer Perec Zylberberg and his sister Esther both went to Jewish



summer camps. He was a member of SKiF, the children’s organisation of the Jewish Socialist Bund. His sister went to a summer camp run by TOZ, the Polish Jewish agency devoted to the health of the young. ‘Oblivious to all around us,’ Perec Zylberberg recalled, ‘we each had a good summer in this last year of peaceful bliss. Events around were gathering speed. Czechoslovakia was being dismembered, Western Europe was getting the jitters. We were informed as to what went on. And yet we didn’t believe it was for real. We didn’t think it was the prelude to our own fate. So when I came back from summer camp, just a few days before the end of August 1939, the air in Lodz was charged with electrical currents. It was the same as I had left it, but only in its physical shape. The atmosphere was what one would call ominous.’94


Esther Zylberberg also recalled her holiday that summer. ‘I was particularly happy and pleased with myself in the summer of 1939,’ she wrote. ‘I had done well in my examinations, and was enjoying camp life in the countryside near Lodz. There were quite a few children amongst us who hailed from Germany. They and their parents had been expelled from Germany because of their Polish origins. Sad though it was for them, for us children it was added excitement, for we engaged in teaching them Polish. In turn, we learned a smattering of German from them.


‘It was there, while we were at summer camp in Wisniowa Gora, that we children were informed, on Thursday. 31 August 1939, that war was imminent, and that the camp was to be disbanded the next day. On Friday, 1 September, we said goodbye to our friends and teachers in the hope of meeting up again at the TOZ camp the following summer.’ The memories of ‘that last, golden summer’, Esther Zylberberg wrote more than fifty years later, ‘are still vivid in my mind, and I cherish them as the last carefree days of my childhood’.95


Jack Aizenberg was eleven years old in September 1939. ‘I went to the Pardess Zionist School in Lodz, at 29 Zawadzka Street,’ he recalled. ‘Our background, our heritage, and our identity was dominated by our teachings, and I lived in a home of love and care, and basked in a childhood of Jewish consideration. Pardess School was named from the Hebrew word for orchard. We were the saplings of our time. On 1 September 1939, and the invasion of Poland, our orchard was destroyed, and we were cast into a world of emptiness and despair almost beyond belief.’96
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45 Lipa Tepper, letter to the author, 30 January 1996.


46 Roman Halter, recollections, 19 February 1996, sent to the author, 26 February 1996.


47 Arthur Poznanski, recollections, letter to the author, 24 January 1995.


48 Jan Goldberger, ‘Jan Goldberger’s Story’, manuscript, sent to the author, 14 August 1995.


49 Mayer Hersh (Herszkowicz), letter to the author, 12 December 1994.


50 David Hirszfeld (Hirschfeld), ‘The David Hirschfeld Story’, manuscript, sent to the author, 9 February 1996.


51 Witold Gutt, letter to the author, 7 December 1994.


52 Jack (Israel) Rubinfeld, ‘Jack Rubinfeld’, manuscript, sent to the author, undated (1995).


53 The weekly portion of the Five Books of Moses, read in synagogue every Saturday.
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71 Joseph (Moniek) Goldberg, ‘Biographical Sketch’, manuscript, July 1995, sent to the author, 14 August 1995.


72 German-speaking families whose forebears had lived in Poland (and also in other parts of Central and Eastern Europe) for several centuries.


73 Arek Hersh (Herszlikowicz), ‘My Childhood’, manuscript, sent to the author, 17 October 1994.


74 Abram (Alfred) Huberman, recollections, letter to the author, 7 May 1996.


75 One of the largest cities in western Poland. There was also a Piotrkow Kujawski a hundred miles to the north, and a tiny village of Piotrkow fifteen miles south of Lublin.


76 Founded in 1897, the Bund was the largest populist Jewish political organisation in the Tsarist Empire (of which Piotrkow was a part). The word BUND is an acronym for the Russian General Union of Jewish Workers in Russia and Poland.


77 Israel (Krulik) Wilder, ‘Krulik’s Story’, manuscript, sent to the author, 1 January 1995.
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79 Salamon Winogrodzki, letter to the author, 20 March 1995.


80 Sidney Finkel (Sevek Finkelstein), ‘My Story’, manuscript, sent to the author, 12 September 1995.


81 Shtetl: a predominantly Jewish town or village in Eastern Europe.


82 Joseph Ribo (Yosek Rotbaum), ‘Yosek, My Adventures During the Second World War’, manuscript, sent to the author, 18 April 1995.


83 Joseph Ribo (Yosek Rotbaum), letter to the author, 14 March 1996.


84 Solly Irving (Shloime Zalman Judensznajder), ‘Memories of a Past’, manuscript, pages 2–3, sent to the author, 5 April 1995.


85 A ritual slaughterer (in its Hebrew form, shochet).
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87 House of Prayer (also, in Hebrew, Bet Midrash)
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89 Jack (Zisha) Schwimmer, letter to the author, 1 January 1995.


90 Harry Balsam, letter to the author, 8 May 1995.


91 Predominantly Slav-speaking, from 1772 to 1917 Ruthenia was divided under Russian, Austrian, Hungarian and occasionally Turkish rule. From 1918 to 1938 it was the easternmost province of Czechoslovakia. Annexed by Hungary in 1938, it was incorporated in the Soviet Union in 1945 (Ukraine since 1991).


92 Victor Greenberg, recollections, letter to the author, 8 December 1994.
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94 Perec Zylberberg, recollections, diary entry for 27 June 1993.
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