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Tolek Klings’ movements during the Second World War.









This book is dedicated to Tolek Klings, my father-in-law, mentor and friend, with love and gratitude.


A soldier, a bon vivant and a gentleman who lived this Second World War story.








Author’s note


For more than thirty years I’ve struggled with Tolek Naftali (Ted) Klings’ extraordinary Second World War memoir, wanting to convey it with the honesty and vividness with which it was told to me, yet drawing all the threads together to make a coherent narrative.


I still get shivers when recalling the first time I sat down with Tolek – my father-in-law – to record his story. After hearing many fascinating snippets of his life as a Second World War soldier, I suggested that we try and put it into a book.


Tolek bought a small, foot-operated mini tape recorder, typed up his notes on a portable Remington typewriter (similar to the one he uses in The Miracle Typist) and then, sitting at the kitchen table, he read them out into the silent, spinning reels.


I could see from the first minute that Tolek was uncomfortable with this process. It was too impersonal; too removed – his face never changed expression as he read.


During the 1980s we persevered, making nine tapes before I dropped the procedure and switched to simply talking with him about his extraordinary life. Tolek was so much more comfortable with this, and I made heaps of notes during the twenty-five years we spent together, both at work and within the family.


He told his story to me feverishly, in episodes that were seldom chronological. Lunchtime in the factory, he would extract from his pockets notes and original documents that he had kept for over forty years. Tolek was a hoarder; he kept everything. He would read to me from notes jotted down the night before or even that morning in his office, continuing long after the lunchtime siren sounded. Many nights we stayed back in the brightly lit showroom after everyone had gone, sipping whisky. It was quiet and cozy, yet the brilliant lights seemed to highlight his memory flashes. It was almost as if we were isolated from the outside world in some wartime bunker.


To better understand the way Tolek Klings relayed his story to me you need to channel one of those old-fashioned flashbulb cameras.


Sudden recollections surfaced, such as… FLASH… the confrontation with the French high-brass in Lebanon… FLASH… his political, academic, philosophical exchanges with Jan the war correspondent while on army manoeuvres… FLASH… the time they fraternised with the Germans and Italians when the desert flooded – and of course… FLASH… his miraculous battlefield escapes, described so vividly: he’d jump to his feet, waving his arms as he re-enacted the moments over and over – sometimes it felt like watching a video.


Tolek would smoke, laugh and hoot, recounting his Armageddon deliverances. But when he showed me the moment he received a miraculous telegram from his wife, Klara, whose fate he hadn’t known, my heart went out to him.


And yet… I was to discover that most of his story had been sanitised for my consumption. It took Tolek many years to bring himself to tell me about his time with the Modena Speakers, and even longer to relay his traumatic experience in the freezing forest after he was robbed. These episodes didn’t need flashbulb moments or re-enactment. There was no smoking, hooting and laughing. He could barely look at me when relaying those events.


One night, sitting in the quiet showroom, Tolek told me about the incident in the woods at the start of the war. He hadn’t even told his wife and daughter. It happened in September 1939 and in 1944, near the end of the war, he told it to the Correspondent in a ruined farmhouse in Italy. Then he told it to his brother, Ijio, when walking arm in arm through the galleria in Milan after the war. Finally, he told it to me forty years later. First, he scanned my face intently, then I could see he’d made a decision. Tell it to Leon – now!


What I remember as clear as daylight today – thirty years later – is Tolek standing up to tell me the story, and I could see – so clearly – that when he finished, his eyes became lighter. He no longer carried that weight – it was now firmly weighing down my shoulders. He was finally vindicated; he’d passed the baton on to me.


Tolek told me one day that the Second World War was above all a war of moral issues, and certainly The Miracle Typist has a much broader landscape than mere wartime memoir. Tolek’s story raises confronting human rights issues; it puts the war on a personal level for both the narrator and the readers. It was Tolek’s fervent hope that telling his story would do some long-term good, helping people of all backgrounds to understand and relate to each other as equals.


Tolek told me once: ‘It’s as if I’m surrounded by doors… [memories] that draw me and repulse me at the same time.’


When I wrote the first rough drafts, Tolek would get very emotional when reading them. Down on paper it was ‘official’; real. He’d look up at me and nod slowly. ‘This story needs to be told,’ he’d whisper to himself.


This story stayed with me for about thirty years until, through the courtesy of Selwa Anthony my ‘miracle’ agent and the talented Simon & Schuster team, I was able to ease it off my shoulders and share it with the rest of the world.


Tolek Klings passed away in 1996 at the age of eighty-five. We still miss him.


I raise a glass of whisky in cheers to you, Tolek: ‘Mazldik nshmh’. Lucky soul!


Leon Silver







Prologue


Bóbrki, Poland


5 March 1935


Standing under a chuppah decorated with early spring flowers, Tolek Naftali Klings sucks in his breath as his bride Klara is led into the room. Tolek grins to himself. The first time he saw Klara he knew she was the one. She is wearing a long white wedding dress, the lengthy veil covering her face. Earlier that morning, in a room at the back of the wedding hall, Tolek had drawn the veil over her face in the traditional bedeken – the covering of the bride ceremony, a symbol that soul and character surpass physical beauty. Klara had crinkled her nose and smiled at her groom, an even more essential part of their private ceremony.


Now, Klara enters the packed room with her mother, Jutta, her sisters Henie and Sime, and Tolek’s mother, Lieba. Klara is all excited smiles and Tolek knows it amuses her that she’s moving from a family of five women and one man to a family of four men and one woman. Joel, Klara’s father, died of a heart attack a few months earlier. Tolek will make sure that his daughter is fully embraced by her new family.


Beaming, Klara transmits her love to him through the thin gauze veil. Black eyes, exquisitely made up, tender and yearning for him. ‘Soon we will be one,’ she whispers.


Tolek hums the Russian love song he used to sing to Klara while they were courting. ‘Óči Čjórnye’ – ‘Dark Eyes’ – written by Ukrainian poet Yevhen Hrebinka in the mid-nineteenth century.




Black eyes, passionate eyes,


Burning and beautiful eyes!





Rabbi Zvi exchanges looks with Tolek then nods to start proceedings. ‘Blessed are thou, oh Lord, King of the Universe, who created mirth and joy, bridegroom and bride, gladness, jubilation, dancing, and delight, love and brotherhood, peace and fellowship –’


The ceremony is interrupted by Eliezer, a red-eyed, long-haired, crazy-looking ‘holy man’, who stands up to announce that this union will be blessed with a male child after one year of marriage. That sounds promising to Tolek.


The wedding ceremony continues. A ring is slipped on twenty-four-year-old Klara’s finger. She and Tolek exchange kisses. Tolek stomps his foot to break the glass. Mazel tov!


Then the celebration begins.


A violin, piano accordion and male singer play raucous Klezmer music. The crowd claps and sings, and the wedding feast is served. Rabbi Zvi jumps down from the small stage and, laughing joyfully, engulfs the groom with a lavish bear hug. ‘Mazel tov – mazel tov!’


Among all that joyful celebration, Eliezer jerks up to his feet again and points at the groom. ‘Anyone who will ever plan you harm, Tolek Naftali, will have that harm bestowed upon their own head.’ He stares intensely at the groom and nods slowly to accentuate his words. ‘Mazldik nshmh.’


Lucky soul.










1 Thus the war begins



Lwów, Poland


20 August 1939


Tolek Naftali Klings stood at the Lwów railway station, surrounded by his fussing family. They had travelled thirty kilometres by train from Bóbrki, where they’d lived for generations. In two weeks, Tolek would turn twenty-nine. He had been called up to the Polish Army under what was supposed to be a secret mobilisation, though deployment had been as ripe and scorching in the air as the hot summer sun for weeks, and the patrons in his father’s hotel-restaurant had toasted with shots of vodka, speculating when they’d be drafted. They raised glasses and clicked them with forced smiles. Would they return alive after killing the soon-to-invade Germans? ‘Time to take off that fancy suit and roll up your sleeves for the fatherland,’ the drinkers teased Tolek when he returned home late from work.


Tolek worked as a law clerk and had developed an efficient and courteous business manner. He set up his lawyer’s legal schedules and assisted him in general property and domestic legal cases in the courtroom. He offered a broad smile when welcomed in the courts, where he searched archives for documents and files. And he was proud of his typing skills – he was the only one in the office who could touch type and was legendary for being the fastest. His boss, advocate Schrenzel, sometimes asked Tolek to demonstrate his typing skills for future clients. They were impressed – a modern office, good for business. Schrenzel had even promised Tolek that soon he would be promoted to a junior solicitor and, a few years later, join a full partnership.


Tolek, his wife Klara and their son Juliusz lived upstairs over the restaurant, as did his two brothers. Mamme and Tatte lived in rooms downstairs. For months, Tolek had felt that conscription and war were just a matter of time, so when Klara held out the letter with a trembling hand, family surrounding her in a supporting huddle, he knew his time had come.


Tolek’s father, Mendel, had fought in the Great War and now it was his eldest son’s turn. During peacetime, although there’d been compulsory two-year military service, educated Jews were not wanted as officers and very few were recruited, except as doctors. But the coming war had changed all that. Lwów and Bóbrki had large Jewish populations and many local men were now being conscripted; suddenly Jews had become worthy. The young Jewish men were anxious to do their duty and fight against Hitler to protect their families.


The Nuremberg Laws had been proclaimed in Germany in 1935, declaring the Jews second-class citizens and separating them from the Germans. In 1937, the Aryanisation Policy barred Jews from business. Then came the terrifying Kristallnacht – Jewish shops and houses were smashed and people killed in the street. By August 1939, Hitler had reoccupied the Rhineland, and annexed Austria and the Sudetenland without bloodshed. Poland, with the largest Jewish population in Europe, was next on Hitler’s list.


The station was wallpapered with noise and desperation, and Tolek was bumped and jostled by soldiers, some already in uniform, others still in civilian clothes. The train blasted off a head of steam then belched out what sounded like a warning whistle to Tolek: Soon – very soon – you will be separated from your family. He hugged his two brothers, Ijio, three years younger, and Lonek, nine years younger. So far they had been spared conscription. They clutched him right back and cried on his shoulder.


Tolek looked everywhere but in Klara’s face – perhaps the next look would be his last. Could he delay that forever? Their closeness – they were almost one person – made him wonder how he could leave. Their courting song, ‘Óči čjórnye’, circled in his head. How would Tolek ever do without her?


The mobilisation letter was weighing down the pocket of his suit jacket. Juliusz, his two-year-old son, smiled up at him and shoved something into his hand: a drawing of himself with his tatte and mamme. Tolek held back tears at the three stick figures with sticking-up hair, round eyes and smiley lips like kisses. He swept Juliusz up for a bear hug, and a lonely tear escaped, dropping on the boy’s peter-pan collar. His son looked just like him. Juliusz’s white-cuffed sleeves encircled his neck in a grip that promised to never let go.


Klara smoothed down Juliusz’s hair with one hand and Tolek’s with the other. Tolek smiled at her. How could he not? Black Marcel wave, small nose and fine red lips, elegant navy dress and white collar. When they were courting, Klara told Tolek that he had a sharp profile, like Gary Cooper.


Tolek’s parents and two brothers again embraced them in a family hug. That’s it, thought Tolek, that’s the answer, cling together and never let go.


As he scanned the platform, he nodded to the familiar Jewish faces that would be leaving with him, including one of their best friends, Esig Hertzcovitch, who nodded back. He wondered how many of these men would not be coming home. How many would return on stretchers? In wheelchairs?


As the train whistle sounded again, Tolek locked eyes with his mother. Lieba whimpered softly, recalling, Tolek knew, sending Tatte off to the Great War from this very platform.


Tolek pulled Klara closer with his free arm and her tears wet his neck. With the gentlest butterfly touch, she kissed his skin. ‘I will live for the day you come back to me,’ she murmured.


It was a warm summer day; the disquiet of the platform rose around them. Since Hitler had come to power, anti-Semitism had been on the rise across Europe and very much so in Poland. Hitler blamed the Jews for Europe’s economic crisis, inflation, the vicious increase in underdevelopment, unemployment and abject poverty, which he declared created massive social problems. The German Jews – 500,000 of them, among a population of 67 million – were responsible for all of Germany’s woes. Hitler had broadcast his intentions of segregating and suppressing the Jews in all Europe, and a lot of Poles had publicly adopted his plans, including the Polish Government. Tolek had heard stories of Jews being beaten up in the streets of the big cities like Warsaw and Danzig.


An older soldier in a worn brown uniform locked eyes with Tolek. His hand crept to the top of the long bayonet hanging from his belt and he edged the blade out of its sheath. Two fingers pointed at his own eyes, then turned and, like daggers, pointed at Tolek’s: This is for you, Jew…


Too quickly, Tolek found himself fighting for a few inches of space in the open carriage window. As the train lurched forward, he caught a last glimpse of his family merging back into the crowd. Tolek’s head sank to his chest. He was alone, a soldier in the coming machine of war. A fog of hopeless desperation descended on him and he fought it with a vision of alighting at this same railway station in the near future as a victorious Polish soldier. Did he remember Klara’s last look? He could still feel her fingers gripping his neck; they’d trembled. She had pulled him down for a long kiss, hurry-home drops glistening on her face.





After two days of interrupted travel the conscripts arrived at the Kraków training camp for new recruits. Tolek and the others, about eighty men, were told to strip and line up for uniforms. Tolek, in his new white army long johns, was shoved and pushed back until he was one of the last in line. He was not very surprised. He was a patriotic Pole willing to fight, but a Jew.


The supply sergeant scanned Tolek from head to toe and told him that they’d run out of his size. Tolek stared at the man for a moment then made his way back to the arrival hall to scrimmage for his original clothes in the assorted piles. It was hard for Tolek to feel like a soldier in his white shirt, grey suit pants and polished shoes.


Over the next two weeks, Tolek and the other fresh soldiers received basic training. They learned how to salute, studied pamphlets on military procedure and occasionally had rifle practice, as there wasn’t enough live ammunition for much shooting. Tolek gave a cynical chuckle. If he’d been in charge of this army he’d at least have more bullets.


Because of his educational level, Tolek was given the non-commissioned rank of corporal. Tolek’s duties included making sure that his group of soldiers kept up military appearances, performed their allocated duties and maintained physical fitness. Tolek could see in many faces their reluctance to be monitored by a Jew, eyes looking up and away instead of at him. Talking to their friends instead of listening. Not much he could do, so Tolek just ignored it.


Everyone was ready and eager to fight the Nazis – in theory. In reality, the army was in a panicked state. New recruits showed up at the wrong infantry division. Officers were changed or rotated without notice. Training procedures were interrupted or repeated. The disorganised army bumbled away under the fear of the approaching war. Manoeuvres were scheduled then cancelled, marches and inspections called off as they were being performed. Bullets rationed like precious diamonds. It was just all so wrong.


Fresh in Tolek’s mind were the pub patrons boasting and toasting to the Polish Army’s readiness for war. They quoted speeches by politicians and newspaper headlines about the stores the army had in reserve. Secret warehouses of rifles, machine guns, ammunition and artillery. But Tolek saw only empty supply stores. Was bureaucracy holding supplies up? Or were the boasts wishful thinking? Tolek was sure that, should these supplies actually exist, the soon-to-invade Germans would find most of the arms and provisions intact, including Tolek Klings’ rightful uniform.


There wasn’t much around to make Tolek smile. Halls with rows of cots; public showers and toilets; endless lines for cafeteria food on trays. The only camps he’d ever been on (also his only time away from the family fold) were the Zionist youth camps, Hashomer Hatzair – the Young Guards – where teenagers slept on cots six to a tent and ate freshly cooked food. Tolek remembered being encouraged to leave home and make aliyah – ascension to the Holy Land of Palestine. The day lectures on the marvels of immigrating to Palestine, where Jews worked the land, free from the Polish yoke. In camp they exercised every day, and were woken for night hikes by torchlight. The campers joked and laughed and did their best to be paired off with the right person for night-watch duty. At the end of the week they could go home for a decent bath and feed and boast to friends about their rough pioneering adventure. Some of Tolek’s friends did leave home and immigrate. Klara’s older sister, Neche, had immigrated to a kibbutz in Palestine and had written back with enthusiasm about the wonderful freedom of being out from underneath the Polish anti-Semitic yoke. But most Polish Jews, including the Klings family, believed Hitler would not dare take on all of Europe, that the anti-Semitic danger would pass, as it had in previous generations, and they could return to normal life in Poland.


There were only two other Jews in Tolek’s group: Singer and Hertzcovitch. Singer was a merchant, tall and strong of body. Even with the little ammunition available he had already distinguished himself as a sharpshooter, a skill he’d honed growing up on a farm. Hertzcovitch, a skinny and stooped upmarket men’s tailor, was from Bóbrki, too. He had made the Klings family’s wedding suits. He and his wife Batya and son Itskhok were close friends with Tolek, Klara and Juliusz.


Tolek and his two friends were loudly accused of antagonising Hitler, making him set his military sights on Poland to invade and control the Jews. The patriotic Jewish soldiers were shoved and abused, continuously pushed back in line with their empty trays at the canteen and tripped over when carrying their trays back to the bench to a background of cheers and laughter. Tolek took a little comfort in the fact that not all of the Polish soldiers were hostile. Some looked away with embarrassment, while some even helped pick up the spilled food.





The Germans invaded on Friday, 1 September 1939, Tolek’s twenty-ninth birthday. Early in the morning, having breakfast in the barracks, Tolek heard the droning aircraft approaching and ran out with his new companions, rushing to wave support to the Polish Air Force. Better late than never, Tolek thought. Except it wasn’t the Polish Air Force, it was the German Luftwaffe. Planes with black crosses on the wings and swastikas on the tails fell into screaming dives as bombs exploded all around. Tolek rushed back inside, where the floor was littered with food and metal plates. He locked terrified eyes with Singer and Hertzcovitch as they cowered under the heavy tables, the three of them quaking at every bang. The barracks shook as though about to tumble down.


Tolek stole out from under the dining table and ran outside. The ground shook and exploded, and panicked soldiers ran around the barracks, diving under trucks and even pushcarts, sometimes shoving each other out of the way. Tolek took refuge around the corner of a concrete building. German planes dived so low that he could see the pilots staring at him.


The first few moments of shock passed. Some soldiers, lucky enough to have loaded rifles, got on one knee, took aim and shot – uselessly – at the planes. Among the blown-up vehicles, wounded soldiers screamed in pain. Though their cries were terrifying, even worse were the silent bodies, scattered like torn rag dolls. Tolek watched as blood trickled from the crushed skull of a body nearby.


Across the road were the stables for the Polish army’s proud horses. The Polish cavalry was famous for its past glories and formed about ten per cent of the army. Go fight tanks and planes with horses. Some horses lay dead, others screamed and kicked when the soldiers came near to restrain them. Heart beating in his throat, Tolek couldn’t decide on the safest place to wait out the attack. With a dozen of his colleagues, he ran from one hiding place to another, then he suddenly realised that he had more immediate problems than being hit by falling bombs: he was in civilian clothes and could easily be shot by a Polish solider as a spy. He needed to act quickly.


Head spinning, stomach churning, he worked his way to the supply stores. Soldiers ran out carrying guns and ammunition – the rumours were correct, these war supplies had been locked up. He pushed his way into the store against the traffic, bumping shoulders with stone-faced armed soldiers, until he reached the abandoned uniform shelves. There he found stacks of neatly folded uniforms: shirts, jackets, trousers, socks and boots. So they didn’t have a uniform his size? They had stacks of them. With shaking hands, he quickly stripped to his underwear and grabbed whatever he could find. The brown shirt, jacket and boots were too small and the pants were too big, but they would do. At least now he looked like a kosher Polish soldier. With a longing glance at his shirt, tailored pants and polished shoes, Tolek turned and entered the war.





Within days, Tolek’s infantry regiment had retreated from Kraków. News was they were headed back to Lwów. Along the old road near Swoszowice, he stared with stunned silence at the bombed-out houses and throngs of civilian refugees. Bodies had been dragged off the road and tossed in piles, and crushed cardboard suitcases overflowing with clothing, bed sheets, kitchen utensils and children’s toys lay discarded everywhere he looked. Among a constant stream of soldiers moving east, Tolek was one of the lucky ones, having found a seat in a column of five crowded trucks retreating from the front lines.


At some of the stops, Tolek, Singer and Hertzcovitch listened to loudly shouted army radio updates and glimpsed front-page headlines in newspapers. They didn’t believe the reports of Polish Army victories; they hadn’t seen a single Polish plane overhead nor a tank chugging along the road. Broadcasters were careful to not yet call the conflict a ‘war’. But some reports stated that the Germans were using young Polish men as human shields, or else were shipping them straight to the Reich for slave labour. Singer told Tolek that he’d heard an official radio bulletin say the Germans were shooting Jewish men of all ages, but that women and children were spared. Tolek didn’t know whether to believe it, but he gripped hope tightly to his heart. Would Bóbrki be spared from the bombing? It was a small town of no significance. He promised himself that, one way or another, he would find out if his family were all right.


On Sunday, 3 September, the trucks stopped for a break and the soldiers took lunch in a civilian camping ground. An officer approached the group, yelling and waving frantically: France and Britain had declared war on Germany. For the first time in three days, genuine smiles spread across the soldiers’ weary faces and they clashed their tin mugs in cheers. Their powerful allies had called Germany’s bluff. The general opinion of the Polish press had been that Hitler was confident the Allies would never declare war if he invaded Poland. Chamberlain had allowed Hitler to annex part of Czechoslovakia without censure or proclaimed warnings. Now that England and France had stood up to the bullying dictator, a ceasefire was surely just around the corner.





Tolek’s regiment stopped in Lwów to await fresh orders. Tolek knew the town well – he’d received his legal training at the Lwów University and had worked in the city as a senior law clerk for so many happy years, before he was put in charge of an office in Bóbrki. At the first opportunity, when the troops were resting, Tolek slipped out and, with full pack, helmet and rifle, jogged all the way to advocate Schrenzel’s office, where he’d worked as a law clerk – the best place to telephone Klara to see how his family were doing. Were they safe? Had they escaped the bombing? How was his little Juliusz coping? He longed to embrace his son.


But, this wasn’t his Lwów. The Lwów he trained and worked in was a bustling city full of elegant shops, restaurants and coffee houses. This town’s main streets were blocked by a crush of overloaded cars, trucks, pushcarts, horse buggies and pedestrians. Columns of troops marching and on trucks and horses moved east, away from the war front. All around was honking, shouting, crying, arguing, pushing and shoving. Houses and shops were boarded up, restaurants empty. Tolek knew from the army’s scuttlebutt that Lwów was on the attacking Germans’ radar. He jogged past the chic Svobody Boulevard and Promenade Alley in the park, where he had met Klara when she visited her married sister who lived in Lwów. They strolled there often while they were courting, getting to know each other. Next came the grand Rynok Square café. In their courting days, the café had stood opposite a fountain featuring a semi-clad Greek warrior, one arm raised in victory. Now the fountain was dry and listless, and a waiter in a long white apron stood like a statue in front of the deserted café, watching this mass exodus. The other coffee houses were closed. None of these refugees had the time or inclination for a coffee break – it could cost them their lives. The bored waiter yawned, not giving Tolek even a second look.


Tolek barged into his old legal office in full uniform and with frantic eyes, startling the staff.


‘I should have listened to you!’ Pan Schrenzel cried, jumping up from his desk and running towards Tolek with extended arms, his eyes flooded with tears. Weeks earlier, Tolek had tried to persuade his boss to close the practice and go for a holiday to London with the two families, as he felt that war was imminent. His boss had laughed, telling him not to be such a pessimist. Schrenzel passed on Tolek’s right, arms still stretched out. He reached the wall of his office, flattened his hands on the white plaster and started banging his head against it, repeating, ‘I should have listened to you, Tolek.’


Tolek was caught by surprise; his empty arms had been ready to receive Schrenzel. By the time he took off his helmet, unhooked his equipment and restrained his hysterical boss, there was a small dent in the white wall and blood on Schrenzel’s face.


Without asking for permission, Tolek grabbed the black telephone and rang his family. His finger trembled while he dialled, each number taking ages. He continued trying to pull Schrenzel away from the wall while talking to Klara.


‘Happy birthday, my darling, my kochanie – happy twenty-ninth! So sorry I wasn’t with you to celebrate.’ Klara, breathless, sounded so happy that Tolek was sure she was smiling ear to ear. The connection severed at the railway station was back instantly and Tolek felt her quivering touch on his neck. ‘We made a cake for you. Juliusz blew out the candles – all twenty-nine of them.’ She laughed.


Tolek could hear Juliusz in the background and imagined him clutching at his mother’s knee to wish his tatte a happy birthday. He had a flashback of his parents and brothers setting up the tables for dinner at the restaurant, and Juliusz, knowing his tatte would soon be home from the office, waiting at the door like a puppy, dressed neatly, hair parted. Klara always stayed back to let Juliusz have time with his tatte before she greeted Tolek.


‘How are you all, everything okay?’


‘Yes, no bombs here. We’re all doing well. Collar laundry is quiet. Not too many businessmen worrying about starched and pressed business-shirt collars right now. But I go there every day.’


Tolek laughed in return; Klara deserved to hear it. They had set up the collar laundrette before Juliusz was born and Klara was totally committed to running it.


‘I’m in Lwów. I can be home in a few hours.’


‘No! Don’t!’ Klara cried, all humour gone.


‘Tatte, come home!’ Juliusz yelled.


‘No, don’t listen.’ Klara was firm. ‘Stay with the army. You must.’


‘No one will miss me,’ Tolek promised her. ‘The army is a mess. Buildings have been bombed, records burned or lost. Many casualties. Soldiers missing everywhere.’


‘No one will know?’ Klara reeled off the names of everyone they knew, neighbours and restaurant regulars. ‘After the war there will be questions.’


Tolek’s father came on the line. ‘There will be a ceasefire as soon as France and England start fighting instead of talking,’ the Great War veteran assured his oldest son. ‘The Germans will retreat. You can’t desert. You have to stay with the army.’


Desert? To Tolek, it was simply going home.


Klara came back on to beg her husband to remain with the army. ‘Listen to your tatte, Tolek, please, please, stay.’ Pause. ‘I want you home, so much, but please stay till the ceasefire.’


Tolek stared at his helmet, rifle and pack leaning against the wall. He was a soldier in the Polish Army, no longer the free law clerk with a loving wife and son at home. Of course he couldn’t leave, especially as he was a Jew: he had to be seen as twice as loyal.


‘I kiss you on the telephone now, Klara and Juliusz, and I make you this promise: I will stay, but I will come back to you as soon as there is a ceasefire.’ Tolek stared at the receiver in his hand – he heard a loud kiss down the line, and sent one back, then, crash bang, the connection was cut.


Tolek made Pan Schrenzel drink a full glass of vodka. That gave him respite enough to smack on his helmet, pick up his gear and slink out of the office.


‘Can you please… Please, can I get my family and come with you on the army truck?’ Schrenzel begged as his tears overflowed. ‘I should have listened to you, Tolek. We would now be in England.’


Tolek jogged back to camp, the image of Schrenzel’s bulging eyes and bleeding forehead smeared with white plaster still in his mind, but he shoved his boss’s desperate words away. He needed to concentrate on now. On this war. He had to stay with the army until he could go home to his wife and child.










2 The war’s weight



Tolek spent the next week in a semiconscious whirl. The infantry regiment – normally around 3000 soldiers – had been broken up into smaller groups to minimise the targets for the Messerschmitt dive bombers. The soldiers in the trucks retreated in uncontrolled panic in all directions, some crossing their own tracks before nodding in silent hopelessness when circling back upon the same farmhouse or village. They were bombed several times, hustled out of the trucks to fall face down behind any cover as fragile as a bush. They scrambled for food in deserted farms and pulled water from wells.


At one well Tolek stopped the men before they could drink. He checked that saboteurs had not dumped corpses of animals and humans to poison the water. One of Tolek’s tormentors grabbed the full water bucket from Tolek’s hands and fed it to a horse. The soldiers stood and watched. The horse drank then trotted off. The tormentor yelled that it was safe to drink. Tolek warned that they needed to wait longer but no one listened. Another soldier declared that Tolek should know all about well poisoning: ‘It was the Jews’ fault. Everyone knows they like to poison wells.’


The other soldiers listened in silence. Some of Tolek’s comrades looked away in shame, and he made a note of those faces for the future.


The soldiers struggled on, heading southwest towards the Hungarian border. It was surprising how quickly Tolek had become used to the new rules of a chaotic war. Once, caught in another bottleneck on the road, Tolek watched a small girl, about three years old, crying hysterically next to her mother’s corpse as it lay on the verge, the mother’s hand still clutching the handle of a shot-up cardboard suitcase. Another woman left a refugee cluster, went over to the little girl and picked her up. Despite the girl’s screaming, the woman cuddled the infant and took her along. The little girl leaned over the woman’s shoulder, crying and reaching for her dead mother until they were out of sight. Tolek shook his head with sorrow. Did the little girl at least know her own name, an anchor to her past life?


What if Klara and Juliusz were now on the road? Tolek scanned the refugee children with their drooped heads and listless arms while he prayed over and over that his family were still safe at home, supporting each other as they had been when he had phoned.


On 16 September, two weeks and two days since the German invasion, the officers called the men to order in the army barracks mess hall in the small town of Stryj, sixty-five kilometres south of Lwów. They allowed the men to remain sitting; a bad sign.


A colonel they hadn’t seen before got up on the table and took a minute to examine the drawn, attentive faces below him. He stretched his bottom lip as though testing its flexibility then said, in a choking voice, ‘My colleagues, my comrades in arms, I’ve been commissioned to inform you that the war is lost for Poland.’


A palpable silence rose from the soldiers.


‘Men, you have two choices. Take off your uniform and run through the lines back home, or go into exile with the army into Hungary.’


Tolek exchanged glances with Singer and Hertzcovitch. Would Hungary be safer? Hungary had a strong relationship with Nazi Germany. Singer shrugged and Hertzcovitch nodded. For the time being, maybe.


‘The radio reports of victories?’ a soldier murmured.


The colonel dismissed the question with a wave. ‘Our hope of the Allies’ intervention has not happened yet. They are still talking instead of attacking. As soon as they enter the war and there is a ceasefire, we will return. Very soon,’ the colonel added, ‘tomorrow, the next day, next week – Poland can’t take much more of the bombing and tank attacks – we will officially be surrendering to the German dogs. September 1939 will go down as one of the most calamitous months in Polish history.’


Tolek’s mouth went dry as he thought of Klara and Juliusz, Mamme and Tatte, Ijio and Lonek, abandoned to the invading Germans. He watched the blood drain from the faces of his Jewish friends. They all had families back home.


No one moved. Since the first day of their recruitment, the men had been conditioned to take orders, and now they were being told to think for themselves.


The colonel nodded to an officer, who produced bottles of vodka from a box and uncorked the first one. The colonel poured vodka into a mug and lifted it. The men jumped up, emptied their coffee mugs out the windows then stood at attention, waiting for their vodka.


‘Twoje zdrowie, Polska!’ The men threw back the vodka with set jaws and clear eyes.


The colonel started singing the Polish national anthem, ‘Mazurek Dąbrowskiego’ (‘Poland is Not Yet Lost’). The men placed hands on hearts and joined in. Tolek thought the song nothing if not appropriate on this day. Poland was in one of those European corridors where chunks were fought over and cut off for centuries.


The Germans, not to be forgotten in the sky above, chose that moment to attack from the west. Bombs strafed the building, the windows blew out and one wall collapsed. Tolek slapped on his helmet and dived under the heavy table, cringing at every boom. Decision time, make or break, stay or run. A pile of white-painted bricks and mortar smashed to the floor before him. He could smell the debris, see steam and dust in the sunshine where the wall used to be.


When the all-clear sounded, Tolek and the others crawled out and went outside, slapping the dirt from their uniforms. Many bombs had missed the army targets and destroyed houses, shops, cars and pushcarts. Dead people and horses lay in the ruins while others still ran. Tolek felt numb. How quickly I have become used to this carnage, he thought.


He took off his helmet and sat on the ground by the barracks while trucks were being assembled for the troops who chose to go into exile with the army. Many had already decided to quit the army and head back home – why stay with a defeated force? In a time of foreign occupation, their families would need them for protection and sustenance. And his family, his Jewish family, would now be exposed to German dictatorship and pogroms as the Jews in Germany and Austria had experienced.


Bewildered, Tolek watched his colleagues hustle to take off their uniforms, ripping them in their anxiety to be free. They climbed over the debris of the bombed-out houses and ran from room to room, searching for civilian clothes and travel items. One of Tolek’s Polish colleagues stripped the pants, shirt and jacket from a corpse missing half its head. As he rubbed wet blood from the shirt in a puddle – kneeling like a washerwoman – he looked up and met Tolek’s eyes. The man stopped for a moment, then stood up and walked on like any other fully clothed civilian with a wet shirt.


But the army was also getting new recruits. Tolek watched as five thin men in torn, striped rags edged their way towards the cluster of soldiers changing into civvies. Their eyes scanned everywhere for danger and their bodies trembled. Three had handcuffs dangling from a wrist and one hobbled in leg irons. A jail had been bombed or opened, or they had escaped from a transit truck. Now Tolek saw a sixth man, skirting in and out of destroyed houses, then appearing before them with a set of tools. Grinning, he showed his buddies heavy pliers and files.


As Tolek watched, the men set to work to free themselves. One of them flashed him a hostile look, his free hand tightening on an iron bar. Tolek smiled and shrugged – nothing to do with me, brother – the convict saluted, grinned and continued with his arduous filing.


Out of their restraining irons, the men picked up some discarded uniforms and became kosher Polish soldiers, just as Tolek had the day the war started. These criminals would now be evacuated across the border into freedom. No one would check their papers; the uniform was enough.


Tolek rubbed his immobile face to get some feeling back. Should I go home? I have to go home. They need me.


Captain Gultz – who had been attached to another unit in Lwów – joined Hertzcovitch, Singer and Tolek as they talked anxiously among themselves, deciding what to do. The three soldiers jumped up to salute, but he told them to sit down and joined them on the broken bricks. Very unusual.


The three waited, silent. Gultz was a Polish/German name but Tolek suspected it could also be Jewish. A Jewish officer in the Polish Army would be unusual, but not impossible. Yet this was not something a corporal could ask an officer.


Gultz stared down at the ground. He was old enough to be Tolek’s father. ‘I want to advise you three to stay with the army.’


‘But the colonel just said that it was okay –’


‘I know what he said,’ Gultz interrupted in a firm voice. He looked straight at Tolek. ‘That was for your Polish colleagues… It’s better for you three to stay with the army.’ He abruptly rose to his feet and then sat down again. ‘There are rumours… Jews are easy targets and the Polish people are angry about losing the war. Jews who are caught on the road in civilian clothes are being shot as spies – yes, Jews spying for Germany.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘If they show their army papers they are being hanged as deserters.’


The old soldier lifted his sharp blue eyes to regard the three. ‘It’s very dangerous – there is now no law on the roads nor in the villages. As soon as England and France stop talking and start fighting there will be a ceasefire. Germany can’t fight all of Europe. After the ceasefire there will be law again and you can go home.’


He got up and they jumped to their feet to salute again. ‘I would strongly recommend you stay with the army. I’ve heard stories… Germany has promised Ukraine their own state if they cooperate with the invaders, and the military wing of the Bandera faction of the Ukrainian Nationalists from Galicia and Volhynia have invaded parts of southeastern Poland. Gangs of them are hunting Jews down with dogs. They sleep in fields they… they hide and eat grass. The Jews are shot. To get back home from here you need to travel through their territory.’ He shook his head as though unable to believe his own words and returned to the trucks.


‘I’m risking it, going back,’ Hertzcovitch announced, jumping to his feet.


‘I’m staying for the time being,’ Tolek said, as though trying to convince himself. ‘What good would I be to my family if I’m murdered on the road? Europe isn’t that big, I can go back any time.’ He paused. ‘There will be a ceasefire – there has to be.’


Tolek and Singer helped Hertzcovitch remove his uniform and change into torn civvies. Then the comrades embraced for a long time.


‘Give Batya and Itskhok a big hug for me. Kiss Klara and Juliusz. Tell Klara that I’m still taking her advice and staying with the army.’ Tolek smiled painfully. ‘Maybe not for long. As soon as I’m back we will all get together and celebrate.’


Hertzcovitch forced a smile then took off, looking every part a vagabond. Tolek and Singer watched him with envy until he disappeared into the countryside.


Tolek knew exactly what to do now: he was going to seek advice from his family in Stryj. Solleck Nester, his father’s wise old cousin, lived there and he might have some fresh ideas of how to tackle the situation. Nester was the leader of the Stryj Jewish community and, with his wife, had been an honoured guest at Tolek and Klara’s wedding. Six months ago, Tolek had come by train to visit the Nesters, seeking advice on how to set up the dry-cleaning business Klara, who had a knack for sniffing out business opportunities, was eager to start. How the world had changed since then – now it was his job to go and tell them that they faced disaster.


Don’t think about that. Tolek willed himself to gaze at the Stryj River, where small boats overloaded with families and baggage were trying to escape by vigorously rowing around sunken vessels. He forced himself to visualise his wedding, the newly married couple, arms entwined, doing the rounds of the guests, stopping at the Nester family table for yet another l’chaim. A toast to life.


‘Industrious Tolek, marrying the perfect business-minded partner,’ Nester had joked, toasting them. ‘Marriage made in heaven.’


Tolek tried to bring back the essence of life with Klara before he was conscripted. Getting up every morning at four, going to the shop, starting the boiler for the collar-laundering machine. Then he lit the gas burner that heated the felt-covered double rollers. First the collars were washed then pushed through the double rollers two or three times till they came out clean and well pressed. They were then folded down with a hand iron and packed in cardboard boxes for the customers to collect. He was doing it now, among the ruins, his hands, covered in the bombed walls’ plaster, folding down the ironed collars.


Tolek worked until nine, when Klara handed young Juliusz to his grandmother and came to take over. Tolek went home, put on a suit and tie and went to the law practice. Klara worked in the shop all day. Tolek returned at lunchtime so Klara could go to the hotel to cook them lunch and bring it back to the laundry shop, after which Tolek returned to the law office until five, when Klara locked up the shop and they went home for dinner, before returning to the shop until nine. What he wouldn’t give to be there right now. He even smiled, picturing himself, when all this was over, telling Klara how reliving their life together kept him going at this desperate moment.


Tolek stood, pulled up his army pants and smiled again, remembering Klara presenting him with the laundry’s weekly bottom line, her eyes shining. They’d kept delaying plans for their next child just a little bit longer to get the laundry fully established.


Just as well, Tolek thought grimly, not a good time to be pregnant or have a new baby.


Family planning could take a hiatus, but business couldn’t. What did his tatte say? A business can’t stand still or it goes backwards? After visiting the Nesters in Stryj for two weeks to learn the business, Tolek had ordered an expensive Italian dry-cleaning machine on borrowed money. The machine had arrived the morning he was drafted. Unless it had been hit by bombs, it was probably still in its wooden packing crate at the rear of the laundry, bathed daily by Klara’s affectionate gaze.


Tolek shook away the images as he made his way to the cousin’s house. The town was unrecognisable from his recent visit. Here, too, most of the bombs had missed military targets, devastating houses and small businesses. Dazed people emerged from hiding places to sift through the smoking rubble and drag out the wounded and the dead. There was wailing and anger at the Germans, but also at their own Polish forces. ‘Why?’ a woman cried at Tolek from a smouldering ruin. ‘Why didn’t you protect our town? It’s all your fault. You should have shot the planes down with your rifle.’ Hostile eyes followed Tolek from the bombed-out houses; he was the only soldier walking the shattered streets. And he was cursed with that handsome Semitic profile that all the young Jewish women of Bóbrki and Lwów loved and Poles of other persuasions hated. Head down, he hurried on.


As Tolek burst into the Nesters’ house in his helmet, uniform and holding a rifle, the occupants’ faces went blank with terror. The room was dim – all the lights were out and the blinds drawn. Tolek felt the silent air around him as heavy as at a wake. Sad-looking men were packed into the room; women and children must be crowded in another. In the centre one candle flickered on a small table. It threw a clairvoyant-like glow on Solleck Nester’s grey face. Solleck, the head of the family, was transformed: a stooped old man, eyes bulging with fear, mouth clamped shut.


Did these people know that Poland was surrendering? How could he tell them that? Tolek’s eyes widened with a sudden terrifying vision: German soldiers gunning these people down; the next crop of souls, like others all over Poland, awaiting the Grim Reaper.


Slowly, trying to control his voice, Tolek told the gathering of that morning’s announcement. The war was lost for Poland. The military were about to surrender. Then he added, ‘What shall I do, cousin Nester? Tell me what to do, Rebbe Solleck?’


‘You can’t stay with us,’ Nester told Tolek. ‘The last thing we need is a Polish-Jewish soldier hiding among us.’


‘Oh, the uniform.’ Tolek dismissed it lightly with half a smile. ‘I can take that off in a minute.’ He started unbuttoning the battle jacket.


Nester reached out and stopped him. His hands were cold. ‘That’s much worse. We’ll all be shot for hiding a deserter.’


‘You don’t understand, it’s all right. The officers this morning told us that it was quite all right to take off our uniforms and put on civilian clothes.’ When Nester stared hard, Tolek added with a laugh, ‘Really, some of my colleagues have already changed, dumped their rifles and uniforms and are on their way home. I thought that maybe I could stay here until the expected ceasefire.’


Cousin Nester waited silently, his red-rimmed eyes drilling into the soldier’s, and Tolek’s smile evaporated. The flickering candle created ever heavier shadows on Nester’s unmoving face. His skin grew darker by the minute; shadows stacked up, layers over layers.


‘Your Polish colleagues are changing into civilian clothes and are going home?’ he finally asked Tolek in a singsong lilt with a hint of acid. Nester turned to the rest of his people, and repeated the question louder, with a comical smile. Then his voice broke and he started weeping and, like a child, wiped his tears with his fists. ‘The officers told you it was all right.’


Tolek had come for conversation, consultation, for solace among his own kind. For a steadying influence. Just someone to talk to. But his father’s cousin, in a voice etched from cold marble said, ‘From the first drop of a German bomb the Jews have lost what little civil rights they had in Poland.’


Tolek winced. Of course he knew all that. He was stupid to have come. He felt like blocking his ears.


‘The Poles are at home, you, a Jew…’ Unable to find the correct word to describe Tolek’s naivety, Nester shook his head. ‘The Poles are in their own land, their own backyard, their own towns and countryside. You… are nowhere.’ Then he added as though to himself, ‘So are we – nowhere.


‘How can you compare yourself to the Polish soldiers, in or out of uniform? A Jew’s existence in Poland is as fragile as that flickering candle. That was in a secure Poland, before the war. Who cares about a few candles being extinguished in the midst of a war? Who takes notice?’ He smashed his hand down on the candle, knocking it to the ground, then spoke through the darkness. ‘The Ukrainians are already looting, burning and massacring Jews. They would not even need the handy excuse of shooting you as a deserter.’


Tolek closed his eyes. He hadn’t wanted to believe what Captain Gultz had told them. Had wished it was exaggerated.


Avoiding the battery of eyes, Tolek touched Nester’s shoulder in farewell, put on his helmet, picked up his pack and rifle and left. He dragged his feet back to the barracks through the bombed-out town, covering his nose against the stink of smoke and burning fuel. Everywhere, dazed people sat on the rubble. He saw dead bodies covered in charred rags laid out in rows, and fire brigades pouring water on hissing ashes.


Tolek knew from his tatte all about the horrors of the Great War: the trench warfare, the thousands of soldiers killed. But this war was turning into a massacre of civilians. War from the air was less discriminating, it destroyed everything.


He passed a small town square. On the rubble of a destroyed house a woman sat hugging a limp child to her chest. He thought of Klara and Juliusz… Had Bóbrki been bombed? There were no military installations near there, as far he knew. But what about passing columns of military trucks, or retreating army setting up camp? Was the central square in ashes? What of his parents, his two brothers? The memory of Klara’s caress throbbed on the back of his neck.


Tolek slung his free arm across his face. Had he truly believed his father’s cousin would come up with a magical solution? No, he hadn’t. The visit had just been something to keep him busy while he struggled with his decision. There were only two options: stay or go.


At the barrack gates – one of them blown off – the trucks were being loaded. A soldier from his outfit, Kubiak, a Catholic Polish friend from Lwów, ran up, cursing. ‘I’ve been looking for you since the bombing stopped, Tolek.’ The man’s lips were dry and he was wearing hastily assembled civilian clothes. He carried a parcel wrapped in newspaper tied with a string. ‘Where have you been, you idiot?’ he yelled. ‘We haven’t much time. We’ve got to get out of here before the army changes its mind. Why are you still in that ridiculous uniform?’ He tugged at the jacket sleeves. ‘Get rid of this. Let’s go, we’ll get you civilian clothes and steal food from bombed shops and go home together.’ The man danced around Tolek, unbuttoning his uniform.


Tolek laid a restraining hand on his shoulder and shook his head. ‘I’m not going.’


‘Why not?’


‘I’m staying with the army!’ Tolek suddenly yelled. ‘A few days, see what develops. What good am I to them if I am chased by dogs and end up dead in the flooded field?’


Kubiak stopped moving and looked at him as though he was deranged. But they shook hands and hugged and Kubiak left, merging into the landscape like a fox. Carrying a message to Klara that Tolek was going into exile with the army.
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