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Prologue


November 1942


I was cold, hungry and scared. Around me in the prison yard the guards were yelling, shoving people to form a line, hitting them with the butts of their guns or prodding them with sharp metal spikes fixed to heavy poles. Men, women and children were pushed onto trucks and driven away. Some were mute, others sobbing. Children were screaming and hiding under the skirts of their mothers, babies were crying for food.


Standing with my mother, Grandma Miriam and two older brothers, I could not take in the magnitude of the catastrophe. I was three and a half years old and what most concerned me was the biting cold that seized my body and numbed my fingers, stopping me from buttoning my coat. I tugged on my mother’s skirt, demanding her attention. ‘Mum, mum, help me!’


My mother was only too aware that our fate was sealed. We were just minutes away from being forced onto a truck that would take us to our deaths. Fourteen months earlier, 15,000 Jews from our home town of Ludmir had been taken away by truck, perhaps the very same ones we saw today. They were driven to land near a village called Piatydni and mowed down, their bodies left in a mass grave. For over a year my mother had fought to shield her three children in the ghetto. She had faced down the corrupt head of the Jewish council to demand a work permit that offered some protection, had crawled out at night under the barbed wire fence that surrounded the ghetto to scavenge food from the fields for us to eat, had kept us hidden from the SS and Gestapo who had no use for children and no hesitation in eliminating them.


Each day that gave us a tiny chance to live was another short victory that fuelled her determination to save us. And yet, when I begged her to do up my buttons in the prison yard, she didn’t respond. For the first time, she was swept by a sense of futility. What does it matter, she thought, if my child catches cold? We were on the last leg of our lives’ journey and all her reserves were gone.


April 2023


While I am the storyteller, I am not the story. This book is not about me but about those people who saved me. And while it is set in a very small city in western Ukraine, the message is a universal one – that even in the darkest of days, the human spirit can triumph over despair and courage will conquer fear.


My mother was burdened by three young children in the midst of genocide. Her chances of survival were practically nil. In Ludmir there were about 25,000 Jews when the German army arrived and only about thirty alive when they left, of which nine were children. My two brothers and I made up three of the nine. We survived due to my mother’s resourcefulness, courage and determination, but also because others put themselves at risk so we would live. Some were people we had never met before such as a German Wehrmacht officer who freed us from the prison yard that day. Others were acquaintances. The most remarkable, an old Ukrainian couple called the Yakimchuks, gave us shelter on their farm. Alas, so many years have passed that all my heroes have long gone but I am humbled now to put their deeds onto the page and preserve them for generations to come.


No one knows exactly how many Jews were killed in present-day Ukraine but it has been estimated that 1.5 million died, about a quarter of the six million who lost their lives in the Holocaust and the highest percentage of any country. Some historians believe the total is higher. We were considered subhuman by the Nazis and not worth counting, so this uncertainty will always remain. In any case, this is not a contest over numbers. Each life was precious. The majority of Jews in Ukraine were not transported to concentration camps but instead the Nazis rounded up thousands of people at a time and shot them. It was highly organized mass murder, accomplished with German precision. The calamity was that some of the indigenous population, like the Poles and the Ukrainians themselves, took part in the massacre – just as a few of them saved Jewish lives. The brave people who helped us thought for themselves rather than listening to anti-Semitic venom, and let compassion be their guide.


It is the responsibility of democratic institutions to quench the fire before it gets out of control. As I write this prologue, in the heart of Europe, Russia is raging a senseless war against Ukraine. Both are Slavic countries, with the same traditions, the same Orthodox religion. There is nothing that divides them, apart from the sick ambitions of one of their leaders, Russia’s President Putin. It is inconceivable that even today there are autocrats who go to war for no good reason, just for self-glorification. In news reports from Ukraine we see civilians being targeted and killed by Russia with chilling indifference. War crimes are being committed by Russian soldiers with the aim of terrifying the population into compliance. We see hatred of Ukrainians, and the West, being whipped up by President Putin’s propagandists in the Russian media. There are many examples of ethnic and religious hatred leading to violence around the world. We must reach out to the people at the receiving end so that evil never triumphs.


My mother often talked about our past, sometimes with a sardonic twist that made me chuckle. Her stories are central to this book. I had a fair amount of input from my big brother Haim who has more detailed memories of the early war years than I do. He is so inspirational, a kind soul who is generous with his time. My middle brother, Shalom, is very inward; he finds it hard to talk about our experiences in the Holocaust but he is very good on the wider picture of the Second World War. I have to be a bit careful not to bring up dark memories but he is only too willing to help.


I have also used historical information from a remarkable book my mother gave me years ago, Ludmir’s Diary, as well as the more recent Jewish Ludmir, by Volodymyr Muzychenko, which has many first-hand accounts from those who witnessed the atrocities. Reading these testimonies made me both shudder and rage again at the inhumanity displayed.


Today I am eighty-three years old and live in a tranquil suburb of Nottingham. I feel privileged to be in England. I love the country and I love the people, especially their sense of humour. I even like the English weather – never too hot, never too cold, always just right. But I still have flashbacks to Ludmir to a time when men lost their sanity and killing Jews was legal.









Chapter 1


Hinterland


When I was born, my father held me in his arms and danced around the room, happy to have a daughter at last. My brother, Shalom, who was five at the time, told me this as I was writing this book and it comforts me to know that I brought my father joy. I like to think of my family as they were then, living their ordinary lives in Ludmir, untouched by war. I can picture my Dad puffing on his pipe in his bicycle shop on Farnah Street, in a huddle of eager men debating the top speed of the latest model from Italy. And I can just see my mother, a basket over one arm, walking briskly along Kovelska Street, with its tiny Jewish shops in a neat row, their rooves arched, their wares crammed into the window. Her eye would invariably be caught by a trader, perhaps selling the brightly coloured china that appealed to her naive country-girl taste. When Ludmir was covered in snow, my brothers would attach ropes to my little sledge and pull me along the quiet streets, as I shrieked with glee and my cheeks burned red in the icy air.


It is over seventy-five years since I left the quintessentially Jewish city of Ludmir but it still has a hold on my imagination. It too was a victim of the Nazis. The city’s official name was Volodymyr-Volynskyi (named after Prince Vladimir the Great who founded it in the late tenth century), and it is situated in what today is north-western Ukraine. The arrival of skilled Jewish merchants in the twelfth century, with trading in their DNA, saw Ludmir flourish after years of poverty. They came seeking safety when crusaders in Western Europe turned against the Jews. The Jewish magnate Benjamin Hendis arrived in the twelfth century, Isaac of Ludmir came two centuries later, and I often wonder if Shakespeare’s Shylock was based on those well-known merchants. Strong ties were established with Western Europe and Byzantium, and the city became the cultural and economic centre of Kievan Rus’.


Occupying a strategic gateway between the West and the riches of the East meant that the city grew and flourished but her location also meant that she was wide open to external aggression. In the thirteenth century, the Mongols brutally invaded, setting the pattern for attacks by other nations over subsequent centuries. Situated close to the borders of the two great powers of Poland and Russia, Ludmir lived on the edge, geographically and metaphorically, and it changed hands many times. The Poles and Ukrainians were constantly at each other’s throats, and the city was destroyed several times by despots, tyrants and decadent monarchies; and yet, miraculously, again and again, Ludmir bounced back, re-emerging even stronger and more robust than before.


Even as wars raged, Ludmir stayed open for business. Merchants took locally produced goods to the Eastern markets to sell, bringing back precious silk, spices, camphor oil – used in medicine and as an insect repellent – and, the most lucrative of all, arms. As the town grew, craftsmen arrived from neighbouring cities and Ludmir’s marketplace buzzed with merchants speaking Turkish, Italian, Russian and Ukrainian but, most of all, Ludmirian Yiddish. It had a special ring of money. In 1569, the city passed from Lithuanian to Polish rule, and by the eighteenth century, the Jews of Ludmir were dealing mainly in horses which they imported from Hungary and sold to the Poles for their cavalry – a niche profitable market. As the local tailors were also renowned, they jumped on the opportunity to sell clothing to the Polish soldiers.


Ludmir was annexed to the Russian empire in 1795 after Poland lost its independence. Life under tsarist Russia was harsh, with heavy taxes levied on the population, but the Jews as usual muddled through. Their life was mainly governed by the many learned and revered rabbis of Ludmir, who had perhaps too much sway given that their judgement was sometimes tragic. Ludmir possessed many men of mind and too few of might.


In the opening years of the twentieth century, when my parents were born, many charities were set up to help the old and the dispossessed. A hospital and pharmacy were established, and a special bank created to give loans to new enterprises. The new library was named after Sholem Alaichem, a renowned Yiddish author whose most famous book, Tuvia the Milkman and His Seven Daughters, was the inspiration for Fiddler on the Roof. Performing artists started to come to the city which became more sophisticated and avant-garde. The arrival of the railway in 1906 was a game-changer, giving Ludmir access to the cities of Poland and Russia, and as adults my parents frequently made the 100-kilometre journey to the busy markets and shops of the Hapsburg city of Lemberg (known today as Lviv). This large, sophisticated metropolis made Ludmir look like an over-grown village.


As children my parents also experienced the turmoil of the First World War. Ludmir was occupied by Austrian forces in 1915, during which time the population suffered from a shortage of food and poor sanitary conditions that led to illness. Many Jews were taken away as forced labour, and there were big demonstrations in protest. When news reached the Austrian parliament, the order was given to return the men. Alas, on the way back home some were murdered. The governor of Ludmir, an Austrian officer called Mozer, ensured that those responsible were hanged in the centre of the city.


The Russian Revolution of 1917 led to the toppling of the tsar and, in the political vacuum that followed, mayhem ensued. In Ludmir a militia of 400-strong was established to protect the grain warehouses. The group had 200 Jewish representatives, and 100 each of ethnic Poles and Ukrainians. The Jewish majority should have ensured peace between the other parties, but the Poles were busy grabbing land on behalf of the newly independent Polish state and the Ukrainians wanted independence – and both wanted to take Ludmir, which had strategic importance thanks to the railway. When Ukrainian peasants and soldiers attacked Ludmir, the Jewish militia retaliated for once and the attackers were beaten and fled.


In January 1919, Polish platoons took the city and soon committed their own atrocities, shooting people in the streets and cutting Jewish men’s beards off, just like the Nazis who came after them. But being under Polish rule had some advantages for Ludmir’s Jewish community, which was hooked up with the Jewry of Poland and grew in influence. Jewish political parties started to emerge in the city, a new Jewish school for 500 pupils was set up called Tarbut, followed by a large agricultural college of the same name. The city had a vibrant commercial centre based predominantly on agriculture, and grain in particular, and was also home to many skilled Jewish craftsmen.


My father, Moshe Fischmann, grew up in Ludmir and was a true townie. His father, who ran a bakery, died at quite a young age, leaving Grandma Miriam to bring up her five sons on her own. My mother, Rivka Akin, had a more affluent upbringing in the village of Lytovezh, about thirty kilometres south of Ludmir, where she lived on her father’s large farm. As well as selling his own wheat, Grandpa Akin traded in grain, speculatively buying crops from local smallholders. He was prosperous enough to own a townhouse in Ludmir. The farm is no longer – it was torn down by ransackers, many of whom believed Jews stashed away precious items in the walls. The beautiful village of Lytovezh does remain, though, as do some of the trees that once graced the orchards of my grandfather’s expansive estate.


My parents met at some point in the 1920s, their relationship not a shidduch (arranged marriage); there wasn’t a matchmaker like Fiddler on the Roof’s Yente, which used to be very common back then. Mum and Dad fell in love, and it was true love; my mother went through hell with her father over it. Grandpa Akin was a Chassid, so observed strict orthodox Judaism. He had eight children, two boys and six daughters, who were all taught at home by yeshiva – orthodox Jewish college – students from Vilnius, the crème de la crème. The girls were only expected to learn how to read and write, but my mother clearly listened to her brothers’ lessons and had a detailed knowledge of the Bible and Hebrew theology and philosophy.


Obviously, the farmhouse was more like a matchmaking hub, and my grandparents would have been pleased if one of their daughters had fallen for these well-regarded scholars. My grandpa was a jolly man and famously generous with his hospitality, so his home was the place to be on Friday nights and on high holidays. Not only were his girls renowned for their beauty (my mother’s violet-coloured eyes were certainly striking), but the yeshiva boys liked Grandma Hannah’s kosher fare. They all failed to catch the attention of my mother, who instead fell for my father, which displeased Grandpa Akin, who wasn’t too keen for his daughter to find her own shidduch. The main problem was that Dad was an apikoros, a non-believer, who saw Judaism and religion in general as just an amalgamation of superstitious tales. He was a liberal, forward-thinking man – dangerously modern in Grandpa’s eyes! When Grandpa Akin found out that Mum wanted to marry Dad, he threatened not to provide a nadn (a dowry) for the union. ‘Well, I would rather have the man,’ my mother countered, displaying a strength of character unusual amongst her female peers. When his entreaties and arguments didn’t work, Grandpa eventually relented, after many sleepless nights, and my parents married in around 1929, when my mother was twenty-one and my father in his mid-twenties. Three years later they welcomed my older brother Haim into the world, and another son, Shalom, in 1934. I was born in June 1939.


Despite Grandpa’s initial objection to the marriage, he and my mother continued to be close. As she was the oldest of his children, she had started helping him on the farm at an early age, harnessing his horses and filling the sacks with wheat ready for the miller. She was a born merchant like her dad, and it was only natural that she would form a partnership with Grandpa Akin, buying fields of wheat and barley from local farmers. The wheat was used for bread and barley for brewing, the latter particularly popular during the long, harsh winters in our part of the world – what a convenient excuse! Mum encouraged Grandpa to concentrate more on barley, for which they received a better price.


My mother also worked closely with my father. They were not the traditional Jewish shtetl couple where the man goes off to work and the wife stays at home to look after the many children and make chopped liver and bless the candles on the sabbath. They were partners, both in marriage and at work, and together they built a life for themselves and their children. We lived in Dad’s family home on Horodelska Street, where Grandma Miriam had her own separate quarters. I’m sure she had a lot to put up with when a new bride came into the family home. She wasn’t used to dealing with girls, having five adoring sons around her.


At times the Akin clan would descend on the house, arriving in their horse-drawn wagon in summer and sleigh in winter when Grandma Hannah would be wrapped in a fine fur coat (something Grandma Miriam could not afford). Suddenly all would be hustle and bustle, as chaotic as a coaching inn, as the gifts were unloaded, usually fruit from the farm – apples, cherries or pears. According to Mum, Grandpa had the knack of making himself immediately at home (and the centre of attention). A good-looking, tall man, he had a lot of self-assurance. He would take out his Russian silver snuff box, ceremoniously place a pinch of snuff on his hand, take a deep sniff, then pull out a flask full of schnapps from his back pocket to have a reviving swig, before asking Grandma Hannah what she’d brought for lunch. Before we would sit down to eat, he’d wash his hands in the kitchen, come back to stand at the head of the table and bless the bread that we had been lucky to receive. I bet Dad was laughing inwardly and thinking, what a charade! Grandma Miriam felt pushed aside when the Lytovezh mob descended on the house.


My brothers and I spent a lot of time with Grandma Miriam, and she often looked after us when my parents were working. A practical, loving woman, she was quite progressive, considering her environment, and, like my father, was not particularly religious, which must have taken some getting used to for my mother, who had been brought up in a Chassidic home. I believe at times this was a source of some friction between Mum and Grandma, especially when it came to the pots and pans, which – according to Jewish laws – had to be strictly separated: some used for meat and some for dairy. This was second nature for Mum but Grandma couldn’t give a hoot.


My dad’s brother, Uncle Hirsch, also had an apartment in the building, so clearly there was plenty of room for the extended family. Mum and Dad took great pleasure in furnishing the house, though Mum was still a country girl at heart with a taste to match. On a trip to Lemberg, she fell for a pair of beds with heavy, ornate nickel frames. I can just imagine Dad saying ‘very nice’ as he often did (even if he didn’t mean it) while his teeth gripped the stem of his pipe as he tried not to express his real feelings. Because he admired her, he gave in. There was also an opulent green velvet sofa that we children were not allowed to sit on. It was just for adults on Yom Tov (religious holidays). My defiant brothers would jump on mum’s cherished sofa with their muddy shoes when she was out and I couldn’t wait to snitch on them when she was back. This usually earned me a sharp – and well-deserved – slap from Haim and Shalom. I still owe them an apology.


Mum delighted in Oriental kilim rugs, some of which adorned the walls alongside the paintings Dad often bought on his travels. Shalom vividly remembers a painting brought back from Russia, depicting Napoleon sitting on a white horse outside the gates of Moscow. Of course, Napoleon, like Hitler, failed to conquer the Russian Empire, and similarly saw his reputation of invincibility shattered in the process. I suspect our house looked like the gilded contents of a Hapsburg junk shop.


My father was a businessman: he owned the city’s biggest bicycle shop as well as an engineering works. Mum would stand in for him at the shop when he needed to be elsewhere. She was a dab hand at mending punctures, and she wasn’t afraid of charging a good price for her services, unlike my dad, who was perhaps thinking about keeping his customers happy so they’d come back. In her work with Grandpa, Mum dealt in a much-needed commodity and didn’t have to worry about competition.


Dad was also an egalitarian with an affinity for the less well-off, which is why he installed an oven at the back of our house where locals too poor to buy bread could come and bake their own. He made sure there was always plenty of dry chopped wood to stoke the flames. On Friday evenings, with the oven still hot and just right for slow cooking, they would flock with large black pots of cholent – stews of meat, potatoes and beans – which would simmer slowly throughout the night ready for the Shabbat feast. It was convenient for observant members of the congregation who were not permitted to light a fire on the sabbath – it was even a sin to switch on the electrics. Many of Dad’s business ventures were a product of his passions: he loved to race bikes and enjoyed various outdoor sports, including rowing. He set up a kayak-hiring business on the River Luha – which flowed around the western side of the city – that his youngest brother, Uncle Joel, ran. Haim remembers skating on the river when it froze over during Ludmir’s bitter winter months. When the weather started to warm and the ice to thin, he sometimes returned home minus a skate or even a shoe. I bet Mum was furious, but also relieved he hadn’t fallen in the river. Both brothers had bicycles, a rarity in 1930s Ludmir, but one of the perks of having a father who sold them.


One of Dad’s biggest achievements was the establishment of a matzo bakery, the city’s first fully automated unit run entirely by electricity. It was in fact Mum’s idea. One day, when she was busy counting her sacks of wheat, she turned to Dad and said, ‘I have the grain, you have the brain. It would make good sense to have a factory for matzos. This will add additional value to my yields.’ Dad creased up laughing, but the following morning told Mum enthusiastically: ‘I’m up for it.’ Poor Dad, he was probably relieved that she only wanted a bakery and not a brewery for her barley.


Dad took on the building of the factory and it was definitely no mean feat. Grandpa Akin did not believe it was doable. It needed a large amount of money that he certainly wasn’t going to be ploughing into it. The remark of his that went down in family history was: ‘Which sane Jew is going to buy chametz matzos kosher for Passover from an apikoros Bolshevik?’ As Dad wasn’t relying on Grandpa’s financial benevolence, he took this on the chin.


It must have been a monumental task to build the whole structure himself from scratch. First the money, then the labour and sourcing all the equipment, which he would not have found locally. He drew up all the structural plans, including the electrics. And he wasn’t too proud to mix the cement and build the brick walls himself. To save money, he got a few mates to come and help. There were furnaces, conveyor belts, lifts for the sacks of flours, and carousels going round and round with matzos. Any that cracked were made into matzo meal.


The factory did well, employing a few locals, non-Jewish and Jewish. In March, a month before Passover, the matzo factory would be working to full capacity, ready for the festive rush. As well as their customers in Ludmir, the produce would be distributed by rail to surrounding towns. Some was given to charity – an old people’s home and an orphanage that my parents supported.


When the factory was ready to open, Grandpa Akin wouldn’t come in as the entrance was not graced by a mezuzah (a case containing Hebrew verses that is traditionally placed in the doorways of Jewish homes).


‘I was right not to lend you money for your fancy endeavour,’ Grandpa said. ‘What Jew will enter here to buy matzos if there’s no mezuzah to bless?’


Dad must have been fuming as he never asked or expected Grandpa to chip in but he tried to make a joke of it for the sake of domestic harmony.


‘What kind of mezuzah does the mechuten [father-in-law] want? Gold, silver, base metal, or one studded with gemstones?’


Grandad looked at his son-in-law, spread his arms wide with pride, and said, ‘Thank God we live in Ludmir, where you can have any mezuzah you wish for. If you try to buy a rosary [knots or beads used in Catholic prayer], now that would be a challenge. You would have to go as far as Kiev.’


I think Grandpa Akin was a little envious of Dad, who was not shackled by his faith. The traditions that many like my grandfather so openly observed created that sense of a different and closed community that did not help the frequently strained relationship between us and the Gentiles we lived amongst. We felt that following kosher rituals and living according to the words of the Bible would ensure that God was in our midst, but as the Second World War loomed, it soon became abundantly clear that He was not. Our host country, Poland, was anti-Semitic to its core – its people already inured to brutality, their hostility to Jews in no way discouraged by the Holy See, which offered up a poisoned Catholic dogma that blamed Judaism for the world’s ills. These prejudices, backed by papal pronouncements, created conditions ideal for a pogrom or two.


By 1939, Ludmir had about 40,000 inhabitants, 25,000 of whom were Jewish; the next most numerous group was the Poles, with the remaining minority largely Ukrainians. The proportion of Ukrainians in the surrounding villages was higher. Relations between the different sectors were sometimes amicable, albeit transactional – a Ukrainian might have his wheat ground in a Jewish-owned mill, buy his shoes from a Jewish cobbler and use the services of a Jewish doctor or dentist – but prejudice against Jews was deeply rooted and antagonism was dished out on a daily basis, by Poles and also Ukrainians to some degree.


Various members of my family, seeing no real future for themselves in Ludmir, emigrated in the 1930s, including two of my dad’s brothers who headed to Palestine. Around fifty people from the city did the same, as part of the Zionist movement that had already sprung up in Ludmir, which encouraged people to move to Palestine and later to found the state of Israel. Grandma Miriam’s sister decided to move to America with her husband, and the story of their arrival has passed into family legend. When their ship docked and the captain told them they had arrived in America, loudly proclaiming ‘Hudson Bay’, they were so excited, hoping to be greeted by the Statue of Liberty standing aloof with her torch. To their sorrow she was nowhere to be seen, which they put down to the heavy smoke puffing out of the tall factory chimneys nearby. They were walking the streets with little to their name and even less command of English when an old man saw the bewildered pair.


‘Ma pets, can I help?’ he asked.


All they understood was the word ‘help’ – it is similar in Yiddish.


‘Hudson Bay?’ they said hopefully.


Since the boat had anchored in Newcastle upon Tyne, on the north-east coast of England, the old man assumed he’d misheard these foreigners with their strange accent. Surely they meant the nearby Whitley Bay. He directed them to the charming seaside town, where they stopped and flourished, their Yiddish taking on a gentle Geordie lilt, though their command of English did not progress a great deal beyond ‘ma pet’.


At times I feel angry at my parents for not leaving – how different our lives could have been. But they saw anti-Semitism in other countries too. Fascism was on the rise in Europe and elsewhere. Britain had Moseley and his Blackshirts. America in the 1930s was broke, with unemployment rife and the Silver Legion organization spreading hatred against the Jews. Mum and Dad had successful businesses in Ludmir and, like many in the Jewish community, simply immersed themselves in their daily lives and ignored the warning signs. They weren’t alone in that. What was about to happen was inconceivable.









Chapter 2


Inklings


On 19 September 1939, three months after I was born, a red flag adorned with a hammer and sickle was proudly hoisted in Ludmir, swaying in the capricious winds from Siberia. While my brothers were still wondering what to make of their annoying baby sister, Hitler and Stalin were getting closer to a political agreement, one that would bring devastation to my home city.


A year earlier, in September 1938, Hitler had marched into Austria and had been greeted enthusiastically by euphoric crowds, like an emperor come to claim his realm. With this incredibly simple annexation, known as the Anschluss, Germany and Austria became one. Being a great gambler, Hitler thought he might just as well seize the opportunity to subsume the Sudetenland, the rich northern part of adjacent Czechoslovakia, as well.


He was very good at reading the minds of the two amateur players in Europe. Britain and France just kept schtum. The last thing they wanted was another war; they had just come up for air after the 1914–18 conflict. And so, as Hitler marched into the Sudetenland, Britain and France did not lift a finger. The gambler bluffed and won.


But in contrast to Vienna, Prague gave the Nazis no great heroes’ welcome. When they moved into the country in spring of 1939, Charles Bridge was not weighed down with well-wishers throwing flowers, nor were there many bottles of Pilsner cracked open in celebration.


Having achieved political union between Germany and Austria and annexed a large slice of Czechoslovakia unopposed by the great powers of Western Europe, Hitler, flushed with these successes, figured that, since neither the British nor the French had done anything effective to stop his land grabs so far, they would remain equally passive if he now invaded Poland. But first he needed Stalin.


In August 1939 Hitler and Stalin had agreed a ten-year non-aggression treaty, the infamous Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact. The Soviet Union was meant to supply the Germans with raw materials. In return, it would receive factory-made goods, including armaments, all of the highest quality, from renowned manufacturers such as BMW, Porsche and Krupp. Russia’s killing machines now sported enviably upmarket badges.


Secretly, Hitler and Stalin had also agreed to carve up eastern Europe between them, including Poland, which they would partition. On 1 September 1939, Nazi troops crossed Poland’s western frontier and began their invasion. Although Britain and France declared war on Germany two days later, they did not intervene with force. The Polish military was outmatched by the German Panzer tanks, heavy artillery and Messerschmitt fighter aircraft.


Then, on 17 September 1939, the Soviet Union invaded Poland from the east. By 6 October the partition was complete: Poland had ceased to exist and Ludmir was subsumed into the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, putting us under control of the USSR and Joseph Stalin. He was a violent psychopath responsible for the Holodomor, a man-made famine which killed millions of Ukrainians between 1932 and 1933 after the authorities seized their farms and stole their grain. And yet my family, like many of the Jews and Ukrainians living in Ludmir, breathed a sigh of relief when the Red Army trucks rolled in. We were happy that the arrogant, anti-Semitic Poles were no longer in control, and hoped that the egalitarian ideology of the Bolsheviks would result in fewer restrictions in our lives.


While some people fell victim to the new Soviet regime – the larger businesses of Jews were taken away, Polish government officials lost their jobs and young men were called up to the Red Army – little changed for us and the people we knew. My parents could still run their various businesses, although my brothers’ schooling was affected. From 15 November 1939, the Tarbut school they attended closed, and the instruction of Hebrew was suspended. My brothers were instead sent to a municipal school where they learned Russian alongside Jews and non-Jews. Elsewhere in Ukraine, the Soviets were said to have deported and even executed active Zionists and wealthy Jews, but I do not think that happened in Ludmir. We were too small and insignificant to draw their immediate attention.


We were more conscious of the thousands of Jews arriving in Ludmir from Poland. Overrun by Nazis, thousands of Jews fled eastward, having anticipated the fate that awaited them under the Germans. This migration turned Ludmir into an enormous refugee camp, with families torn apart after homes and livelihoods elsewhere were abandoned. Tragically, people thought that they would be safe in Ludmir under a Soviet regime.


The Jews who accurately read the situation and headed for Russia were put into Siberian labour camps, and as bad as conditions were, they were not systematically murdered there, as was the fate of Jews elsewhere. Indeed, many Jewish prisoners lived to tell their own harsh stories of survival. This was in stark contrast to the fate of most of those who fell into the hands of the likes of Hans Frank, Adolf Eichmann, Otto Wächter, Rudolf Höss and our own Erich Koch, some of the high-ranking Nazi officials who kept Albert Speer’s crematoria burning at full capacity, struggling to keep up with demand, chock-a-block with human bodies, shot and piled in rows within these newly conceived extinction factories.


On 22 June 1941, by which time I was two years old, Germany invaded the Soviet Union, in a massive land offensive code-named Operation Barbarossa. It caught the Red Army completely by surprise. Despite an abundance of credible intelligence warning Stalin that a German attack was imminent, he was convinced that the next phase in German plans would be war against Great Britain. Surely, he thought, only after the Nazis had successfully overrun Britain and consolidated their power over the whole of Europe would they turn their covetous eyes towards the Soviet Union.


That Stalin ignored warnings of an imminent German invasion was not entirely irrational: it was mid-summer, and history showed that any attempt to conquer Russia so close to the start of its impenetrably harsh winters was utterly foolhardy. Waging war against one’s own ally proved not only treacherous but an unbelievably ill-considered decision. Hitler had gambled yet again, believing his good luck would last, but instead his army encountered determined resistance, with huge losses, and his war chest was depleted. But while the invasion tipped the balance of the conflict, to us it also unleashed every savage excess that mankind had to offer.


A day later, Ludmir was blitzed by the Luftwaffe and the city had its first taste of what was about to be dished up far and wide. Homes were flattened and hundreds of people, particularly in the central part of the city, densely occupied by Jewish families, fell victim to the bombardment.


We somehow escaped, but bombs destroyed half of my father’s bicycle shop. The Russians pulled out of the city on 24 June and, by the morning of 25 June, a formidable force of Germans, swastikas emblazoned on their armbands, knee-high black boots polished, marched into Ludmir. Over the next few weeks, my brothers would sometimes see Red Army soldiers, prisoners of war, being paraded through the streets by their captors, hollow-eyed and malnourished. They would run into the house to look for food they could give these poor men. The guards might shout and push them away but, at that time, Haim and Shalom did not fear any further reprisal. There was a POW camp nearby where the inmates were being starved, as happened to Russian prisoners throughout German territory. Haim has a particular memory of a pitiful group of soldiers dragging a cart full of dirty clothes to a public laundry and bath house, so weak they were close to collapse. He also recalls the fine feasts the German soldiers held in the stadium opposite our house, where they set out tables covered in white linen and enjoyed a hearty meal washed down with wine and beer.


Under the German occupation, a police force was formed out of local Poles and Ukrainians, and the Jewish quarter was vandalized. In early July, a Jewish council was established to coordinate life under the new authorities, which also appointed 120 men to the Jewish police. Its members were so naive that they collected valuable watches, jewellery and gold as presents to placate their new German masters. But you can’t satisfy murderers. They crave your blood, not just your ransom; the more we gave, the more they killed. We were a laughing stock.
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