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  To Davíd Carrasco

  You give ear to my silence
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Foreword


  BY DAVÍD CARRASCO

  Apell. Roll call. The wake up siren sounds at four a.m.—the sound of dread and ugliness. To help me get up I have developed a system that works for me, “resistance,” I call it, and get up. Family injunction in operation. The other option to getting up is being beaten to death, thrown into a punishment bunker, bullets—but “resistance” works for me—a gift to the family, a gift from the family.

  — Judith Sherman, Say the Name

  Judith Sherman got up from her years of memories, nightmares, private resistance, and public silence to write Say the Name, this book about her childhood, her imprisonment in Ravensbrück death camp, and her “liberation.” She tells us she was armed by the “family injunction,” a promise the family members made to each other “to survive/to live” as they were being sucked into what she calls the “primal night” of the Holocaust! She survived and now, thanks to her skilled poetry and prose, her story survives. The chronological backbone of this book tells of her childhood home in Kurima, Czechoslovakia, several deportations, hiding in homes and in the forest, her struggles in several prisons including a converted castle, undergoing torture and witnessing murder in Ravensbrück, and her liberation. Along the way we meet and grow to care about and mourn for many individuals, especially women, whom she encounters, remembers, and now gives us their names. The book ends in the present day with her reflections on the destruction of families in the 9/11 attacks and on her own legacy for her children. As readers will experience, this book is an expression of Judith’s ongoing resistance to Hitler and the Holocaust, and it is a gift to her family and to all our families.

  The narrative, in prose and poems, speaks with two voices—the thirteen-to-fourteen-year-old girl who experienced the dismemberment of family, European Jewry, and perhaps even God; and in the voice of the adult survivor remembering family and friends, raging against rape and murder, writing poems, and searching for a dialogue with a God who wasn’t there. Here are a few examples of both of those voices, sometimes intermingling as she writes about the simple things that both children and God’s followers might care about when facing disaster,

  I am not yet fourteen. I think of home. I would like to be with my mother. I never am any more. So much to tell her. All bundles are to be left on the side . . . The contents, flashlight, sweater, photographs, sewing kit, instant coffee, a mug, perhaps a prayer book, a book, brush, house keys, socks—will be integrated into the camp economy, or more likely the German Reich. But not the connections. They are severed . . .

  and

  I shall never not value shoes,

  life is from the ground up,

  life with shoes, perhaps,

  without-death . . .

  and later,

  Come Messiah

  Is not the apocalypse

  Your cue

  To do

  The Messiah thing?

  Tragically, the Messiah was not on cue and Sherman writes her life story with lamentation from what she calls “survivorship territory” where she “lives on two tracks always,”—the Holocaust track and the track of life today. Selecting fruit at the grocery store, taking a shower, and seeing railroad tracks “trigger” her memories of “the selection,” “gas chambers,” and “transports” to death camps, and she realizes she will always be both old and young at the same time.

  I am old in this late year

  But my soul — my soul

  Is peopled with parents

  Who are younger than my children

  My brother will forever be nine.

  While this Holocaust story might be read as a gripping example of women’s testimonial literature, it is important to emphasize that Sherman has written this book to testify, and sometimes we have the impression she is both a witness for the victims and the inquisitor of God in the courtroom of the Shoah. She stands up and gives evidence before us and her God of the relentless sufferings caused by the “experts in humiliation,” at camps where the “whip reclaims the essence of the place—power, superiority, violence.” She testifies and shrewdly tries to draw God into her ongoing ordeal and trial as a partner in dialogue. When she doesn’t elicit a response, she skillfully rebukes God through a series of poems and pointed questions about his absence when he was most desperately needed. She writes when remembering the women shot dead for trying to aid others,

  Are You not tempted,

  Lord,

  To intervene

  Lend a hand

  Prevent a scream?

  As no response was forthcoming, Sherman is driven to speak up for the others. As though in a courtroom she writes in “Reluctant Witness” that she is here to “testify to their murder of Anna” who starved, Evka who was beaten to death, Daniel who was gassed, Johanna who was shot down . . . leading her to ask three simple yet profound questions,

  Where is the judge?

  Where are you, judge?

  Is there a judge?

  Judith Sherman is symbolically standing up for the many who cannot stand up for themselves, and her interrogation of God wakes us up and raises the absurd possibility that there was no judge. No justice or mercy giver! It’s not that the judge didn’t show up on time, it’s that the judge abdicated his role, failed to pay attention, intervene, and produce awe with his justice, his love. She and we are left to wonder if Anyone is out there listening, then or now. Sherman’s work is a truly compelling narrative in that it treats both God and humans with “life bestowing awareness.” At one point she gives us her definition of God or what he would have to be to live up to his Biblical reputation. It’s a simple definition, “Accountability is Divinity,” and she’s insisting on this accountability for the humans we meet in this book and more.
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  I remember the morning lecture on the Terror of History when I first met Judith Sherman. I arrived at the Princeton University lecture hall with a feeling of paralysis in the face of lecturing on the religious meaning of the unspeakable cruelties of the Lager. I chastised myself, “What led me to give a single week in the semester’s course on the religious dimensions in human experience to the overwhelming story of the Holocaust? Who was I to interpret Elie Wiesel’s stunning account, Night? I don’t have the imagination, words, or knowledge to help students to be attentive to this ‘human experience’.” I admitted my crisis of language to the students, that talking about such a monumental horror was too much to handle. Words fail, utterly, in the face of the Holocaust. I said that this failure of language to illuminate reminded me, in a reverse way, of my first white water trip through the Grand Canyon.

  In the midst of the mysterious time depth of the Grand Canyon, the stunning sunshine, the breathtaking beauty, the heights of rock walls, oases of the side canyons with flowing springs, we passengers would utter our exclamations like we were describing God or Paradise on Earth—“Amazing,” “Awesome,” “Astonishing,” “Nothing like it in the World,” “Unbelievable,” “Incredible,” “Beautiful beyond Belief,” “Overwhelming”—and the second each of these exclamations came out of our mouths they drooped like empty balloons and fell into the depth of the canyon. Well, the Holocaust is the Grand Canyon of Terror and if you’ve ever seen the Grand Canyon in person or confronted the Holocaust you’ll know why words fail. Why silence is an option. Any furious exclamations, roaring condemnations, big words, or strained comparisons that I could offer would just droop like little bits of banal absurdity and sink into the darkness of the Shoah. Think about it! What do these names mean, what synonyms could you rightfully use—Auschwitz, Treblinka, Dachau? Six million gassed and burned! We are driven into silence, into depression, into non-verbal attention. But to be silent in the face of this Grand Canyon of Horror makes even less sense to me.

  And so I went on. At the end of the lecture a line of students met me to talk quickly about their individual interests. At the end of the line was Judith Sherman who I had not yet met but who had been sitting in on my course with other senior citizens. She said something like “I’ve never heard a non-Jew speak the way you did today about the Holocaust and I want to thank you. I am a survivor of the Ravensbrück death camp and I’ve written this poem which I would like you to read.” We talked briefly and I learned that she had, for the most part, remained silent about her experiences. She quickly passed by and I sensed an opening between us. Later that day I read her poem,

  God, that particular pain

  Is too much for me

  You have it and

  Be branded

  The terseness of the poem and its challenge to God seized my attention. I called and invited her to speak in the class the following week to tell of her experiences in Ravensbrück, read some of her poetry, and speak of her survival. Reluctantly, but with signs of a deep interest, she agreed. She came and we sat together at a table in front of two hundred students. She spoke haltingly at first; we held hands during some of her talk, and she read some of her poems and used them as openings to describe and interpret her experiences. She told about the first time German soldiers entered her home:

  A gun with a bayonet is pointing at my sleeping head

  A nightmare this — but it is real

  Happening when

  I’m not quite ten, and the resulting feelings of TERROR

  and FEAR.

  She heard her mother say, “Shoot us or leave us alone.” She wept when she read the poem about her younger brother Karpu being gassed, how she hoped that someone was there with him at the horrible end. She spoke of the “miracles” that saved her and the pain about those not saved. She opened up and opened us up to her story and to her thoughts about God. Never in my many years of teaching have I heard a quietness of attention, respect, and awe fill an auditorium of students like that day, and I’ve heard some of the best lecturers in the world. But it wasn’t just the story. It was the woman and her way of telling the story—the story that is in this book.

  A year later she spoke again in my class, only this time there were many more pages of prose and poetry. This time we learned of the forced and brutal instability of her flight in the woods, her probing of Nazi rationalizations of humiliation and death, of her withstanding experiments in the camp hospital and of the miracles that saved her there and the horror and shame of the “selection” of others. We heard more of her questions for God, the embarrassing questions she posed to him. We heard her invite God to come down Jacob’s ladder because “I will not deal with angels. I’ll wait till you arrive” so she could take God’s hand and show his Godly eyes horrors that result in “divine grief.”

  She spoke again the following year, and now there were thirty pages and we heard of her shrinking teenage world made up of powerless parents, unprotected children, where “fear is normal.” We heard her ask, referring to the Nazi’s hunting children down in the forests, “God, how are we so visible to them and so invisible to You? You owe us visibility.”

  When I moved to Harvard she came to speak in my class here, and now there were chapters! We heard more about her “forms of resistance” in the face of the grueling, freezing, dangerous hours standing in line, where she survived by thinking “of every thought I ever had, every place I have ever been to, every person I ever knew.” And then in true Judith Sherman style, she thought “up new categories to move time along.” And then she invited us to her funeral, “to my un-Auschwitz funeral,” telling us that the attire was optional but “no stripes, please.” Again God comes in for her critique:

  You come too Lord

  (were you too embarrassed to

  attend in Auschwitz?)

  You come too, Lord

  And smile —

  Your will be done.

  No! Not smile.

  Just be

  As readers will discover, there are many such challenges to the Lord in this book. The birth of the Messiah, the red apples of Eden, the sacrifice of Isaac, and even the possible death of God are all scenes she re-imagines. But her purpose is not just an individual search for God in this abyss but to say the names and account for as many of those who “know the finality of the Final Solution.”

  Her directness and strength, the compactness and playfulness of the cry in her language and her creative and critical inquisitiveness constitute a very distinctive voice in literature about the Holocaust and its family legacies. In the face of the memories of the dead and all that death, Judith affirms life. It is she, not I, who “lets the terror of history terrify.” She remembers the branding, requires us to be attentive and never wavers from the knowledge that Auschwitz and Ravensbrück are part of her life and legacy. Toward the end of her book she addresses death in the same gritty way she speaks about people and to God. She writes, “Death stand aside/do not hover/by my side” as she leaps “to touch the sun, push children’s swings . . . ,” and in the fortitude of that spirited fourteen-year-old she outruns the Nazi reaper and tells him, “Don’t mess with me/you bloated creep/you cannot/run as fast/as me.”

  With this book she passes on to her children and the generations to come “a gift to the family, a gift from the family.” She gives sound and words to and makes indelible the memories of her (and our) lost ones, and she knows “Connections-Friendships,” and “a touch of genesis,” and works in her own garden nearby to where she wrote Say the Name.
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Preface


  that they should know

  those blessed by God

  and well-shod fathers

  should know

  of shoeless fathers

  ashen boys

  sated dogs

  and shorn women

  know of

  polluted skies

  blinding the angels

  and hiding

  God

  The lecture on “Religion and the Terror of History” focusing on the Holocaust is over. My history is not. My history is triggered. After class I stand in a line of students at Princeton University, where I, a recent retiree, sit in on courses. When my turn comes I hand Professor Davíd Carrasco, my brief four written lines—my reactions of long ago to God and the Holocaust—the reactions of a Ravensbrück Concentration Camp survivor.

  God, that particular pain

  is too much for me

  You have it and

  be branded

  Carrasco is immediately interested and asks if I would talk to the class about my Holocaust experiences. Amazingly, I nod yes. Amazingly to me. It is now 1998, some fifty-three years after the war, and I have kept silent. Silent to the world, silent to friends, and especially silent to family. Inside me—the images, noises, brutalities of that world are present. Always. Reprieves are always subject to countless triggers—bread, snow, a child, hair, gray hair, a dog. The absence of things, the presence of things. Triggers. There are no non-triggers.

  survivorship territory

  multiple residences

  lived in simultaneously

  this place — that other place.

  I say it is now far enough

  late enough

  to live here now,

  so let the showers

  be just that, and the railway tracks,

  potatoes too — see, they are plentiful

  but how do you disconnect from KZ Ravensbrück?

  It takes me fifty years to say Kaddish for my parents. Ele dies in concentration camp Sachsenhausen, Germany. Ilona in transit camp Sered, Czechoslovakia. For one year at 6:00 every morning I say Kaddish. Traditionally, a son should say this memorial prayer, but their son, Karpu, is gassed in Auschwitz at age nine. My Kaddish is a ritual recognition, an external acceptance of my parents’ Apu and Anyu’s death. For full acceptance you need witnessing, shovelling soil into the open grave pit

  I wish for a cemetery with gravestones

  with the name of . . . with the name of . . .

  with the name of . . .

  Lord, it would help if You would light some candles

  say Kaddish

  They die in their early forties—I at fourteen am certainly not equipped for their death. Their murder. Not then and not today.

  I am old in this late year

  but my soul — my soul

  is peopled with parents

  who are younger than my children.

  My brother will forever be nine

  1995. I return to Ravensbrück. Survivors of Ravensbrück and nearby Sachsenhausen Concentration Camps are invited by Germany to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the liberation. My husband, Reuven, comes with me. In the Ravensbrück museum guest book I write, “I know of my struggle about ‘telling’ my children. What do you Ravensbrück SS tell your children?”

  Do you say

  obedience is the law

  the law is loyalty

  us — Über Alles?

  Do you have nightmares

  with the boots polished of stains

  under your bed?

  Do you tell your children

  of the children

  who stained your boots?

  Do you have nightmares?

  We return to the U.S. on the day our Synagogue is holding a Yom Hashoah, a Holocaust commemoration service. When I call the Rabbi to ask if I could participate in the service, he agrees. Is surprised. “This is the first time Survivors volunteer to speak.” In years past I would not even join in the processional candle-lighting ceremony.

  A survivor of Auschwitz speaks first. He speaks in Yiddish. Though most congregants do not understand the words, they understand the language. It is in their soul. It is the language through which he connects himself and us to his other world, in which he lives today. Always.

  Excerpts of my remarks in accented English—reactions to the return:

  “. . . on the Lufthansa plane going there, while still on the ground at Kennedy Airport, I ask the stewardess for water—to impress upon myself that this is a different journey from my last one to Ravensbrück—in the wagon train from Czechoslovakia over fifty years ago.

  “. . . in the dinning room of the German country inn near Sachsenhausen and Ravensbrück, a Jewish ex-prisoner says to the German owner, “Wir können Heute kein Brot essen, wir sind Juden, es ist Pesach.” We cannot eat bread today, we are Jews, it is Passover. Shortly, matzot and kosher wine are brought to us. A normal interaction, but to me—mind blowing. An Exodus experience.

  “. . . I send a postcard to myself from Ravensbrück—to a home address that will be unchanged when I return.

  “. . . in Sachsenhausen I say Kaddish for my father Ele, and his brother, Moshe, both murdered there. I want them to know that I said Kaddish at the memorial grave pit under the Israeli flag. Lord, you should see to this.

  “. . . I also place a flower on the lake in Ravensbrück where the ashes of the crematoria are dumped. A flower for those who have no one to place a flower for them.”

  Ora, our youngest child says, “You tell us nothing about your experiences so everything I hear or read about the Holocaust I imagine happened to you.” So it is—I have the experiences, she has the imaginings.

  Ora, it is my ardent wish to be a “mother, oh yes a mother,

  you can stand

  up to”

  and yet, you see me in that world of branding and shaming and vulnerabilities. And my own silence amplifies these horrors for you. Such a burden is unfair.

  Consequently, a year later, in 1996, I agree to recount my story to the Shoah Oral History Foundation. I send a copy of the videotape to each of our three children.

  The tape is filmed in the privacy of our living room. My earlier Yom Hashoah remarks are limited to reactions of the Ravensbrück return. It is in Carrasco’s class at Princeton two years later that I talk for the first time to a live audience about my ACTUAL Holocaust experience.

  Carrasco propels me from silence to voice. He brings his brilliant teaching—his classes fill auditoriums—and his mighty size (six-foot-one, two hundred) to the “Terror of History.” He pays attention. He does not protect himself, nor his students, nor me. He lets the terror of history terrify.

  Carrasco, thank you for facilitating my movement from silence to sound, from telling to writing.

  My story is relatively benign compared to others, but not so are the images I carry of those others. I know thirst, separation, degradation, cold, powerlessness—know as only a survivor of a Lager knows. Knows the depths of hunger and crushing cold. But my story is only partial, I do not know the enormity of it. Only Anyu and Apu, Karpu, Yidu, Moshe, Irenke, the named and the unnamed know the final of the Final Solution.

  And the perpetrators? And bystanders?

  Accountability is Divinity.

  This story should not have happened—it did. We believed such stories cannot happen again—they are. Genocide, ethnic cleansing. Witnesses of Auschwitz, tellers of Ravensbrück, the mutilated of Rwanda, the murdered of Bosnia. Terrors of history. Terrors ongoing.
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