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“The real damage is done by those millions who want to ‘survive.’ Those who don’t want their little lives disturbed by anything bigger than themselves. Those with no sides and no causes. Those who live small, mate small, die small. If you don’t make any noise, the bogeyman won’t find you. But it’s all an illusion, because they die too, those people who roll up their spirits into tiny little balls so as to be safe. Safe?! From what? Life is always on the edge of death; narrow streets lead to the same place as wide avenues, and a little candle burns itself out just like a flaming torch does. I choose my own way to burn.”

—Sophie Scholl, executed by the Nazis for her non-violent resistance to the regime. She was 21 years old.








A Note from the Author

Without stories, we’d be adrift in a constant now, a blur with little meaning and little purpose as we struggle to make sense of what we’ve done, or what we think we’ve done, or what we’re sure we’ve never done because that’s just not the kind of person we are. Or so we think. Stories illuminate and punctuate, entertain and amuse, instruct us about how to better ourselves and how we can learn from our past or learn from others. In the end, stories—our great teachers—tidy up the busy parade of our lives, that messy procession we craft and enjoy and endure, from our birth through our death.

That’s why the story here—the story of Cioma Schönhaus—is worthwhile. By now, we’ve heard many stories about World War II and all that came with it. Most are depressing and dreary. That’s the way of war, and especially the way of this war. Indeed, part of Cioma’s story is depressing. That should be neither ignored nor suppressed. We are not allowed to look away, hoping we won’t be mired in the bleakness that we already associate with this conflict. Flinching is not an option and who would want to, anyway, when it comes to Cioma’s story—one so fresh, so out of the ordinary that, on its own, it defines “extraordinary.” It’s also so unexpected, so beyond what we know or beyond what we think we should know, that it’s best you accept now that this is no feel-good yarn sprung from an overwrought imagination. (Cioma’s imagination, that is. Not that of the author of this book. Let’s leave him out of this, for now.) Nor did this book spring from overworked, misplaced hope (again: Cioma’s). It rests on fact, on truth, on life. On Cioma’s life.

A young Jew hiding in Berlin during the war, Cioma somehow retained his sense of self and, more unlikely, his sense of fun. Determined to meet the Nazis on his terms, Cioma dined in swanky restaurants, drank in trendy bars, kept up more than a modicum of a social life with girlfriends aplenty—all while thumbing his nose at the Nazis around him. In late 1942, Joseph Goebbels, humiliated that almost sixty-five thousand Jews still remained in Berlin, ordered transports to take every Jew who still resided in the city to destinations that have burdened us forever with what it means to be human. Throughout the winter of 1942–43, as most of Berlin’s Jews were sent to their deaths, roughly seven thousand went into hiding. Miraculously, by the end of the war, almost two thousand “U-boats,” as they called themselves, would still be alive. Cioma, a U-boat himself, was not among them. By the end of the war, he was somewhere else.1

Read on, if you will, for tales of courage and charm and pluck.

Read on, even if you think you’ve heard it all before and you don’t want to hear it again.

Read on, for Cioma’s exuberance doesn’t correspond to the usual story of Jews—or of anyone—in Europe during World War II. His joys and pleasures, sorrows and sadnesses, were shaped by knowing what we can do when no one expects we can do anything. Through persistence, determination, and a spunky delight in defying the odds, Cioma’s spirit was free and expansive: a light on a continent in which most of the lights had gone out.

For Cioma, for everyone in those years, there were losses. Many losses. Cioma offset these with his audacious adventures, never ceasing to continue on his way—spirits high, chin up, and rarely looking back. As should we, if only we can learn from the stories we haven’t heard yet, the stories that, out of nowhere, engage, charm, and broaden us. Like this one.

A final note to readers: Throughout Two Wheels to Freedom, “camps” and “transports” are in quotation marks. Ordinarily, quotation marks do not surround these words. I’m using them so no concessions are made to the Nazis for the vocabulary they chose, deliberately and menacingly. “Camps” were not camps. “Transports” were not transports. Each was part of the Nazis’ horribly efficient killing system. The euphemisms adopted by the Third Reich should not disguise, or ameliorate, that gruesome, shuddering, and terminal fact. Eighty years after the Holocaust, it’s time to put this linguistic charade to bed.
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Dramatis Personae


The Schönhauses

Cioma Schönhaus: Our hero. Bon vivant, romantic, artist. Resists Nazis with his art and his spunk. Cioma had many names. Even Cioma—a nickname since birth—wasn’t his real name. That was Samson. He had at least four fake names during the war: Peter Schönhausen, Gunther Rogoff, Peter Petrov, and Hans Brück.

Boris and Fanja Schönhaus: Cioma’s parents. After moving from Russia to Berlin, then to Palestine, and back to Berlin, they refused to move again, despite Cioma’s many urgings.

Meir and Sophie Bermann: Cioma’s aunt and uncle. Refugees from Russia, they lived a few blocks from the Schönhauses, and they took in Cioma and his mother when their apartment was bombed in an Allied attack.

Marie Bermann: Cioma’s grandmother. Also from Russia. Kind, doting, and loving toward Cioma, her only grandchild.

Rosmarie-Susanne and Rigula Schönhaus: Cioma’s first and second wives, respectively.

Michael, Sascha, David, and Beat: Cioma’s sons.





Cioma’s Girlfriends

Renate Klepper: Cultured, modest, curious. Attended art school with Cioma. Daughter of a renowned novelist.

Dorothee Fliess: Smart, pretty, spirited. Went to movies, museums, and galleries with Cioma. Biked with him to the countryside. Daughter of a prominent lawyer.

Tatjana (last name unknown): Russian immigrant. Courted Cioma with caviar and champagne, and with nights at the theater and films. Sewed a small pouch for Cioma in which he kept maps and ID.

Lotte Windmüller: She and Cioma had crushes on each other at the labor camp in Bielefeld. Both were too shy to do anything about them.

Gerda: Last name she used with this alias unknown, though other names she used were Ellen Scheuer and Ellen Dimsack. Real name: Ellen Hirschfeld. Pretty, sultry, tempestuous. Cioma broke up with her when she foolishly flirted with an SS officer.




Anti-Nazis

Franz Kaufmann: Lawyer, bureaucrat, Jewish convert to Christianity. Persuaded his Bible study group to hide, feed, and provide fake IDs for Jews in Berlin.

Helene Jacobs: Carried IDs Cioma faked to Kaufmann. Hid Jews, including Cioma, in her apartment. Ashamed of Germany: “I lost my homeland.”

Ludwig Lichtwitz: A forger in Kaufmann’s circle. Became close friends with Cioma. Provided advice and money for his escape.

Ernest Hallerman: Carried IDs between Cioma and Kaufmann. Betrayed some members of Kaufmann’s circle to the Gestapo.

Edith Wolff and Jizchak Schwersenz: Formed only Jewish youth group in Germany during the war. Cioma faked his first ID for Jizchak.

Kurt Müller: Pastor in Stuttgart. Brought some of Cioma’s fake IDs back from Berlin for local Jews who were hiding. Hosted Cioma for several days in September 1943.

Det Kassriel: Taught Cioma how to behave like a non-Jew while hiding. Helped sell furnishings from Cioma’s family’s apartment so the two of them could afford to live underground.

Karl Barth: Internationally renowned Protestant theologian residing in Basel. Prevented the Swiss government from sending Cioma back to Germany as it had with tens of thousands of other Jews.








Prelude

Cioma Schönhaus’s most memorable outing in his boat was the first time he took it out. The day he bought it was the same day he lied about his boating experience to the man who sold him the dinghy. Cioma (that was his nickname; Samson was his real name) didn’t use his actual name that spring day in 1943. Partly because he was twenty years old—young enough to think he could get away with almost anything and still naïve enough to try. And partly because, with people like him not safe in Berlin, it was a good idea to trust hardly anyone. So he told the man working the small dock on Lake Stössensee in western Berlin that he was “Peter Schonhausen” and he’d come to buy a small sailboat. Aside from the name he was using that day, Cioma had another problem: he had to convince the man who was selling the boat that he knew his way around one. That wouldn’t be easy: Cioma had been on a sailboat only once before and then as a passenger, not a sailor. But now, almost a year after he’d gone into hiding, Cioma was reasonably sure he could fool just about anyone about anything. His blend of charm and bluff rarely failed him. Today, it held once more.1

After paying for the boat, Cioma took it out by himself. He had no idea what he was doing. This boat had a life of its own, and it careened from one side of Lake Stössensee to the other. Soon, Cioma learned to control it, steer it, and adjust the sails for wind and for currents, feats that would have enraged Adolf Hitler. Jews were supposed to whimper and cower and die, not enjoy themselves like men of leisure on boats where they didn’t belong. This brashness and confidence were the key to Cioma’s character. His ease had let him slip into a life that he should not have been living in this year and in this city. Cioma’s most reliable weapons were his happy-go-lucky disposition and his smile, which made the day worth living for anyone who was on the receiving end of it. That smile endeared him to friends. It also disarmed his enemies, of whom there were many.

When a friend—another Jew who was hiding from the Nazis—gave Cioma the white turtleneck sweater and white trousers he’d worn when cruising on a motorboat he’d owned before the war, Cioma had the perfect cover. Between the boat and the clothes to go with it and the ridiculous fact that a Jew had the chutzpah to buy a boat in Germany in the middle of the war and sail it near the Chancellery, where Hitler lived and worked—add all that together and, as Cioma said years later, “Nobody would have thought this was a Jew in hiding. This was much better than sitting in Aschinger’s” (a popular chain of beer halls) “unshaved and gaunt, and wearing a frayed, dirty shirt, and frightened that the Gestapo would grab you any minute.” It was also more fun.2

When Cioma left the dock in Pichelsburg, where he bought the boat, he passed three piers that stretched onto the lake like long fingers walking into the water. All sorts of boats were moored here—rowboats, sailboats, canoes, and houseboats. There was also a restaurant, the Wilhelmshöhe, which was full almost every night, even during the war. The Wilhelmshöhe’s four long terraces climbed the slope above the lake; each terrace was set back slightly from the one beneath it, with small lamps resembling model lighthouses secured to the wooden railings that divided the terraces from each other. At night, reflections from the “lighthouses” shimmered in the lake below, a watery penumbra that did Cioma no good the first night he took the boat out: he ended up stranded on a riverbank a few miles south of the restaurant, and nowhere near the warm, beckoning lights of the Wilhelmshöhe. This was the curse of the amateur who pretended he knew all about boats. As hungry as he was, Cioma realized he’d never reach the Wilhelmshöhe before closing time: with his skills as a sailor, he’d sink the boat before he got there. So he stretched out on the boat’s mahogany deck—damp, chilly, and suddenly not too sure that a boat was the best way to get the rest he needed. His doubts got worse as bombs began lighting up the city and antiaircraft guns thrummed the air with shuddering percussions. Shells that missed the planes splashed into the river near Cioma. Open areas, he knew, were the worst place to be during an air raid. But even if he’d spent the night in the room he was renting back in Berlin, he wouldn’t have gone to an air raid shelter. If someone examined his papers too closely—papers he’d faked: Cioma was one of the best forgers in the city—he could be thrown onto the same trains that had taken his parents to “the east.”3

At dawn, Cioma rowed back to Pichelsburg, annoyed that oars, not sails, were taking him back to where he started. Cioma took the subway home. That afternoon, he bought a book he should have read before taking out the boat. The book was titled Sailing for Beginners.

Before too long—though not without a fair amount of trial and a lot of error—Cioma taught himself how to sail. That was a blessing. On the boat, Cioma relaxed as much as a Jew could in Berlin in 1943, and the sailing outfit his friend had given him made him look debonair and polished, almost like sailing was in his blood and he was a veteran seafarer, an old salt just back from the seven seas. That wasn’t Cioma, and that was fine with him. Sailing gave him what he asked of it: it kept him awake and alert and reminded him he was still his usual cocky self. At the same time, behind all this bravado, Cioma harbored the saddest of sorrows. Sometimes, these stared him right in the face, literally, like the pillows he used aboard the boat that his mother had embroidered to liven up the couch in their apartment: bright flowers and birds and fanciful designs. Cioma used the pillows as a makeshift bed. After spreading them out on the bare wooden hull, he’d think of the life he’d had with his father and his mother, the life they would never have together again. And he’d think of other relatives, and of too many friends: all too young not to be alive. The boat carried Cioma away from this pain, and toward his life that could have been and might still be, thanks to his grand gestures (like sailing a boat) that, if nothing else, were giving him a hell of a good story to tell after the war, and a hell of a good way to survive it.4






PART ONE THE WANDERERS







1 “You Better Go Back”


Cioma Schönhaus’s parents, Fanja and Boris, immigrated to Germany from Russia not long after the Russian Revolution. First, Fanja moved to Berlin with her wealthy parents. There was no place for them in Vladimir Lenin’s utopia, not with the Bolsheviks nationalizing everything—factories and generating plants, stores, and businesses, large and small. Hoping to continue their lucrative clothing enterprise in Germany, Fanja’s parents—Mr. and Mrs. Bermann—shipped the expensive fabrics from which they tailored fine suits for men from their shop in Minsk to Berlin. Soon, Boris deserted from the Red Army, in which he was a company clerk, and moved to Berlin as well: he wanted to be with Fanja, his sweetheart and fiancé. Her parents paid for their wedding in 1920, planned everything, and invited most of the ninety guests. The bride and groom were young: Boris was twenty-two—nineteen months older than Fanja. Fanja wore a large brooch that sparkled under the chuppah, and Boris, poor Boris, was very much the odd man out. He knew few of the guests, and he had so little money that, to look respectable, he had to borrow a pair of shoes that were too small for him and pinched his feet all day. An unabashed Socialist, Boris rankled at the wedding’s expense and at all its hoopla. He knew he wasn’t quite right for the crowd he was now moving in. Fanja’s parents were bourgeois and proud of it. Boris, despite fleeing the Bolsheviks, saw himself as a man of the people, and he wanted to be with the people.1

Still, Fanja and Boris were reasonably comfortable in Berlin. So many Jews had recently moved there from Russia, Romania, Lithuania, and Bulgaria, as well as from other parts of Germany, that, by the early 1920s, Jews made up 4 percent of the city’s population. By 1925, there were thirty thousand Jews just in the neighborhood where the Schönhauses lived. The number of Jews rose so fast that many Gentiles were sure Jews were taking over. They certainly weren’t, but Cioma’s parents had reason to hope Berliners would be friendlier to Jews than Gentiles in Russia had been. Over the centuries, Minsk, the city where they’d lived, had treated Jews miserably one year, decently another, and despicably a third. It was all very confusing. In 1495, Jews were kicked out of Minsk. That pleased the Catholic Church, which had never liked them, and it especially pleased the nearly bankrupt city government, which robbed its way back to solvency by confiscating Jews’ money and property as they were being forced out of town. Eight years later, when Jews were allowed to return, their land, homes, cemeteries, and, of course, their synagogues were restored to them… except for what their Christian neighbors refused to surrender. Soon the old animosities were relit—ancient conflagrations that had simmered and churned and had never really been snuffed out—and new laws required that Jewish men wear yellow caps and Jewish women wear yellow kerchiefs: anything to distinguish them from Christians. In their heartache and their stubbornness, they persevered and, by the late nineteenth century, half the city’s population was Jewish, almost 90 percent of its merchants were Jews, and Jews controlled Minsk’s lumber trade and owned its largest industries. Yiddish culture thrived. Jewish religion flowered. Then came the Russian Revolution, and the Bolsheviks closed all the synagogues and religious schools, turned the Jews’ cemetery into grazing grounds for goats, limited Jews’ access to food and housing, and disenfranchised 40 percent of them. Many of them moved to Germany—so close, and so safe. Or so it seemed.2

The Berlin the Schönhauses encountered was full of artistic optimism, nasty political grudges, novel architecture, and dyspeptic critics. In the late nineteenth century, Berliners were determined to outdo Paris and Vienna in culture, wealth, and luxury. Villas sprang up in chic neighborhoods, their ceilings dripping with plaster cherubs and their grand rooms groaning under the weight of dark, heavy furniture and thick, plush carpets. Fountains in the villas’ courtyards spurted champagne during receptions as small ensembles played Bach and Beethoven, the twin jewels in the crown of Germany’s musical heritage. The glamour distracted from the poverty that sprawled all over Berlin, then the largest industrial city in Europe and the city with the most tenements in the world. All those workers had to live somewhere, with sometimes up to thirteen people sharing a room. At the same time, some villas were providing more than two thousand square feet for their servants to live in. Several working-class families would have gotten lost in all that space.3

Most of the Jews in Berlin, including the Schönhauses, lived in a neighborhood called the Scheunenviertel. (Its name derived from the scheune, or wooden barns, that flourished here.) By 1920, over forty thousand Jews lived here. A babel of languages—Yiddish, Hungarian, Romanian, Russian—filled the air. Shops sold schnapps, brown bread, smoked fish. One block alone boasted nineteen prayer rooms and several synagogues. A small restaurant—really, more of a hole in the wall—showcased a model of Solomon’s ancient temple in Jerusalem. Though made of cardboard painted red, white, and gold, it was treated as if it were the real thing, one that made its owners a pretty penny: two marks let you enter the room that housed this Lilliputian homage; two more marks got you a brochure; another two marks got you a brochure in Hebrew. The temple was an homage to an ancient past; everything else in the Scheunenviertel, as Boris and Fanja Schönhaus would discover, was a re-creation of a more recent life left behind.4

Eventually, Berlin’s Jews became slightly less impoverished, and more of a community, with Jewish community centers, Jewish hospitals, Jewish nursing homes, Jewish theatrical and musical programs—all of it enriching everyone’s lives, all of it announcing that Jews were a part of the city and they weren’t leaving. But success made Jews conspicuous, just like in Minsk. By 1930, half of Berlin’s lawyers and doctors would be Jews, and Jews would own half of the city’s banks and almost three quarters of its department stores. Outsiders saw only Jews’ wealth and success. Most didn’t know that 75 percent of shops owned by Jews barely broke even and 15 percent of Jews were so poor they couldn’t survive without help from the nineteen soup kitchens run by Jewish-sponsored welfare agencies.5



This was the world Cioma Schönhaus was born into on September 28, 1922. His legal status was tentative. He wasn’t a citizen. Communists back home had stripped Russian citizenship from anyone who left the country after November 1917 “without the authorization of the Soviet authorities.” Cioma’s parents hadn’t asked anyone if they could leave: Fanja left with her parents to escape the revolution; Boris was a deserter from the army. All of them were stateless and, under international law, a child of stateless parents was stateless, too. No government anywhere protected Cioma, and no rights or benefits were conferred on him. He and his parents were “guests” of Germany, sometimes barely tolerated guests who chafed at being called “unprotected persons” and “outlaws.” Though they were safer than if they’d stayed in Russia, they weren’t even second- or third-class citizens in Germany. They weren’t citizens. Anywhere.6

Cioma’s timing wasn’t great. Ten days before he was born, a barely known rabble-rouser had shrieked out the latest of his incoherent speeches. In Munich, Adolf Hitler had attacked bankers, politicians, and the “few dozen Jewish bankers” who, the future führer claimed, were controlling every German, all sixty million of them. Hitler demanded that every Jew who’d moved to Germany after 1914 be deported and their money and property be seized. That was the only way to save Germany from this “Jewish pestilence.” Anyone who disagreed, Hitler warned, would “feel how life tastes in a concentration camp.”7

Though Cioma’s parents had moved to Germany after 1914, they were staying. They’d already left behind friends, relatives, and possessions once. Here they’d remain: Berlin was their new home. Or so they thought, until a few weeks after Cioma had his first birthday. On November 5, 1923, more than ten thousand out-of-work laborers, furious that they’d been denied unemployment benefits, took to the streets in the worst antisemitic riot of the fragile, unstable Weimar Republic. Police looked on as Jews—veterans from the recent war—tried to turn the rioters back with the few pistols they owned. Only after one rioter was shot did the police intervene. By the time it was all over, 1 Jew was dead, 129 people injured, and more than one thousand shops ransacked and looted—all within a few blocks of the Schönhauses’ apartment.8

The riot forced Fanja and Boris to make a decision about a land that was even more foreign to them than Berlin had been when they’d moved there from Minsk. Berlin and Minsk were European, with vaguely similar music and literature, and streets laid out in broad boulevards and slightly more narrow avenues, and the smell of boiled cabbage and freshly baked challah, kugel, and knishes spilling out into the streets from every apartment. Fanja and Boris’ possible destination would be more of a challenge than moving to Berlin had been. And yet, as Zionists and as Socialists, only one land made sense: a nation that was not yet a nation; a sandy spit of land that appealed to refugees, pilgrims, and dreamers who were streaming in that direction from many places, a land with many languages, customs, destinies, and visions—political, messianic, mystical, utopian—that would, somehow, have to be consolidated and massaged if this Jewish back-to-the-land enterprise had a reasonable chance of succeeding. For many Jews, Palestine was a dubious proposition to begin with, full of camels and donkeys, and settlements that could barely be called towns or villages and certainly not cities, and seven hundred and fifty thousand Arabs who easily outnumbered the seventy-five thousand Jews, who often disagreed with each other about why they had come, and what would emerge from all of this. Theodor Herzl, the father of modern Zionism, once said, “If you will it, it is no dream.” Boris and Fanja were ready not to dream, and to will this place into being.

In 1926, the Schönhauses left Berlin for Rishon LeZion, a settlement four miles west of the Mediterranean, ten miles south of Tel Aviv, and thirty-five miles west of holy, sacred, volatile Jerusalem—also known as Gan Adonai, “City of God”; Kiryah Ne’emanah, “Faithful City”; Ir Hatzedek, “City of Righteousness”; Gei Chizayon, “Valley of Vision”; and another sixty-four names that glorified a city that had been changing hands for more than three thousand years. Israelites, Jebusites, Hasmoneans, Egyptians, Romans, Philistines, Babylonians, Mamluks, Turks, Christians, Jews—almost everyone in the ancient and modern world wanted to possess Jerusalem, rebuild it, refortify it, defortify it, pray in it, or prevent others from praying in it. Life in Jerusalem was never settled; never without various faiths, all competing for truths and revelations; and never without conquering powers, all determined to keep the city theirs forever, a miracle that never happened. Jerusalem was destroyed twice, attacked fifty-two times, captured and recaptured forty-four times, and besieged twenty-three times. Jesus was crucified, was resurrected, and ascended here; Muhammed visited Jerusalem on his night journey from Mecca, carried by his winged horse, Buraq; and here Jews were buried on the Mount of Olives, certain that this was where the Messiah, whom they’d long awaited, would first appear and, when that happened, those who were buried here would enter heaven before anyone else on earth.9

Boris and Fanja never visited Jerusalem; traveling in Palestine was almost as hard as getting there from Berlin. There was no flying horse for them, no quickened path to heaven, no Messiah whose mother was named Mary and whose father was God. Mostly they remained in Rishon LeZion, which had been founded forty years before by ten Russian Jews. The town was distinguished more by its patron—Baron Abraham Edmond Benjamin James de Rothschild, scion of the legendary banking family—than by its population (1,373 Jews and twenty-three Muslims when the Schönhauses arrived). What awaited the Schönhauses was a remote, secluded outpost, one that Rothschild had uplifted by paying for a synagogue, a community hall, a park, vineyards, almond plantations, the first Hebrew-language kindergarten and elementary school in the world, and a boulevard bordered by tall, stately palm trees—all reminders of Europe amid drifting sand dunes and the grating, jarring braying of donkeys and camels. This wasn’t what the Schönhauses had dreamed of, but it was what they had to accept. Moving to Berlin with its ready-made culture was one thing. Creating a home from sand, sweat, and the long-ago promises of patriarchs and prophets was quite another.10

Getting through the day—any day—was hard. One settler called Palestine “a wild country. You must open your eyes and guard your life. Be aware of this. Life here is transitory, and people are affected.” There were snakes and scorpions, and the scorching heat of a sun the likes of which Boris and Fanja had never encountered. Sand was everywhere—in clothes, food, machinery, cars. Sand, in fact, was all Cioma would remember about Rishon LeZion. Seventy-seven years after he’d been there, he’d recall the “sand between your teeth.” Not donkeys or camels or the blistering, desiccating, unrelenting heat. Only the sand. That was either his only memory of Rishon LeZion or his most memorable memory, for surely more happened to him while he was on the settlement than encountering sand. Sand may have stayed with him longer than anything else because he felt it the most and it bothered him the most. Donkeys and camels were wonders. Sand was an irritant, an aggravation, and aggravations can stay with us longer than pleasures. The sand may also have stayed with Cioma because it introduced him to the grittiness of life, a grittiness that would haunt him as a teenager, as a young adult, and as a much older adult who was forever stunned and dismayed at the losses he’d suffered over the course of his life. The losses rarely failed to make him cry or call out for those he missed, and who had been missing for much too long. These were the circumstances that defined and shaped and molded him. They were the sand between his teeth.11

Boris, more dedicated to Socialism and Zionism than his wife, liked the land and its challenge and its history. Fanja—usually the optimist in the family—did not. After barely a year, they faced a dilemma. When he was five years old, Cioma contracted dysentery. In Palestine, medical care, and especially medicines that were effective against the severity of Cioma’s illness, were both scarce. “If you want the boy to survive,” their doctor advised, “you better go back.”12

The Schönhauses had moved from Russia to Germany, then from Germany to Palestine. Now they’d relocate back to Germany. They couldn’t risk their son’s health. Sometimes the Promised Land didn’t keep its promises. And sometimes people drifted with the wind, light as feathers, while their eyes didn’t stir from their prize, as righteous as it might be. Fanja and Boris hadn’t found theirs yet, and after three major moves—Minsk to Berlin, Berlin to Rishon LeZion, Rishon LeZion to Berlin—they were still hoping to settle into a land and a home and a life from which they’d never have to pack their bags again.






2 “In Earlier Times, They Would Have Burned Us”


Back in Berlin, the Schönhauses first moved in with Fanja’s parents at Hirtenenstrasse 41, then to an apartment of their own at Würzburger Strasse 17, and finally to a two-room flat at Sophienstrasse 32–33, a few blocks from a large square—Hackescher—where, in warm weather, customers ate sandwiches or drank beer at tables spread over broad patios, and where a welter of bus, subway, and tram lines met, finding their way through a complicated maze of an intersection. Here, four streets—An der Spandauer Brücke, Rosenthaler Strasse, Gross Präsidentenstrasse, and Oranienburger Strasse—converged briefly before going their separate ways. Despite the potential for mayhem, the chaos was organized, and the buses, subways, trams, automobiles, and pedestrians that came within inches of brushing up against each other avoided accidents and other havoc—a miracle of city planning, or maybe a miracle of imposing order (no matter how jumbled) in a city, and a country, that was experimenting with democracy, vaguely hanging on to its aristocracy, and barely warding off militias from the left and the right that were eager to topple the closest thing Germany had to a legitimate government.1

Hackescher Market was a buffer, a transition, between the bourgeoise—or those who aspired to be bourgeoise—and the bustling, struggling Jewish Quarter only a few blocks away, which was crammed with peddlers, shopkeepers, beggars, shuls, Jewish community centers, a Jewish home for the aged, and a Jewish cemetery: a Jewish world oriented around this life and the next. Sophienstrasse, where the Schönhauses lived, was one of the more beautiful streets in Berlin, with graceful architecture more half a century old, narrow sidewalks along a narrow roadway, and a canopy of trees that flowered in the spring and summer. It was out of the way, quiet, and peaceful: almost an afterthought to the bustling streets nearby.

Directly across the street from the Schönhauses’ apartment building was a large Lutheran church whose trees, gardens, and meandering paths were so pastoral, such a quiet refuge in the big city, that they wouldn’t have been out of place in a country village. The tolling of the church’s bells woke Cioma every Sunday. For Cioma, that didn’t mean people were being summoned to worship. It meant he couldn’t get back to sleep.

If not for Jews, there might not have been a church. In 1712, Lutherans living outside Berlin’s city walls petitioned the Crown to let them have their own church, complaining that the parish where they attended church was too far away and too inconvenient to get to, especially on roads that were icy in the winter and washed out in the spring. Queen Sophie came to the rescue, with a donation of four thousand reichsthalers, which she divided between building a church and setting aside a fund to be invested, with the interest used to pay preachers, organists, and the rest of the church’s staff. The Lutherans named their church after her—Sophienkirche, or Sophien Church.

When local Jews learned that the Lutherans didn’t have enough money to buy land for their church, they offered almost an acre from the extensive plot of land they’d reserved for their cemetery. The Lutherans accepted the offer, and the Sophien Church was consecrated in June 1713, the eighty-eight pipes of its organ bursting with such deep sonorities that little children were scared the earth had opened up and would swallow them. A 226-foot-tall tower was later added to the church, along with its loud and unavoidable bells that eventually ruined the sleep of young Cioma Schönhaus.

Few people who lived on Sophienstrasse knew that the Lutherans who’d accepted land from the Jews had promised “everlasting good neighborliness” toward their Hebrew friends. Nevertheless, the pact held during some of the worst moments in Germany’s history, affirming that being Lutheran, being German, and being humane were not mutually exclusive.

It’s hard to say why Cioma’s parents moved to the Scheunenviertel. Maybe because they were left-wingers and revolution was in the air here: a quarter block from the Schönhauses’ apartment was the former headquarters of the Spartacus League—Communists who’d tried to overthrow the government in 1919. It was just as likely they moved here because Judaism was also in the air. It was impossible to get away from it in this neighborhood. And while the Schönhauses were never devout, despite their Zionism, they always identified as Jews. There’s also a chance, a small one, that they chose the Scheunenviertel because the oldest Catholic hospital in the city was half a block away from their apartment on Sophienstrasse. St. Hedwig’s offered some of the best medical care in Berlin, and it treated everyone. Creed didn’t matter, nor did faith. No one asked which God any of St. Hedwig’s patients prayed to. Being this close to St. Hedwig’s would have made sense to Boris and Fanja after Cioma’s dysentery had caused them to leave Palestine. They didn’t want to risk his life now.

Most apartment buildings in Berlin opened onto courtyards where everyone got fresh air and strangers became friends, and friends became confidants, gossips, chess rivals, and nimble debaters about politics, religion, life: anything. Some courtyards were large enough for gardens, nursery schools, or kiosks that sold coffee and pastries. Boris used the courtyard outside his apartment building for the mineral water business he started after returning from Palestine. Eventually, Boris hired seven workers and three coachmen who delivered the mineral water on horse-drawn wagons to restaurants in the neighborhood. Marginally successful, the business provided Boris enough of a living to support his small family. Being this close to poverty troubled Fanja, who’d never been denied anything as a child. Still, she did her best to make their apartment as pretty as she could, with white-lacquered furniture in the bedroom, pink curtains on the windows and, in the right season, a crystal bowl full of fresh plums on the dining room table. “The whole flat,” Cioma remembered decades later, “smelled of plums.”2

In school, Cioma got by on charm, wit, and the glib assurances he gave his teachers that he understood his lessons. Most of the time, he daydreamed his way through classes. He also got lost in his imaginings out of school, most frequently at the Berliner Schloss, a ten-minute walk from Sophienstrasse. The royal House of Hohenzollern began building this memorial to grandiosity and greed—1,200 rooms and gilded everything—in the fifteenth century. The original schloss, or palace, was baroque. A few centuries later, an even bigger schloss replaced it, this one in the Italian Renaissance style. Cioma didn’t go to the schloss for a history lesson, though he could have easily gotten one if he’d been paying more attention. He went to fantasize about living there someday as a Prussian prince: a ridiculous dream for any child, especially for a poor Jewish kid whose parents were barely scraping by. Decades later, Cioma knew how absurd his fantasy had been. There was no chance, he said, that he or any Schönhaus would live in the schloss: “We were poor and we lived a simple life.” Too simple and too poor for the schloss. Which was exactly why Cioma’s dreams about living there were indispensable. Without them, Cioma risked repeating his parents’ poverty. Imagining a life grander than his gave the impossible a chance to be real, even in a small, modest way. Played well, the imagination can be a gateway to possibilities; ignored, it’s stunted and eschewed, a waste of a rich and bountiful facility.3

Adolf Hitler came to power when Cioma was ten years old. Hardly anyone, especially anyone abroad, knew what to make of the führer. To them, he was a buffoon, a joke, a no one who had come from nowhere and would soon go back there. The Nazis did their best to placate jitters about their chancellor. In Berlin, “Hitler’s friends” were telling foreign journalists that Germany’s “friendship” toward the United States wouldn’t change. It worked: news reports from Washington, DC, professed that the city showed “little apprehension” that Hitler threatened international relations, particularly since Hitler, now that he was surrounding himself with “more experienced and more conservative politicians,” would have to be more docile than when he’d been a “free agent,” screaming about Jews, Socialists, Communists, and anyone else he didn’t like. The Boston Herald was one of the few papers in the United States that, bravely, and sometimes subtly, warned readers not to trust the führer: “Hitler Pledges to Rule Sanely…,” “Promises To Govern Constitutionally,” “Will Steer Clear of Anti-Semitism.” Between the lines, the Boston Herald was whispering: this man—a walking cyclone of power, hate, and fury—meant no good.4

Hardly anyone was listening. They should have. While the world wasn’t taking Hitler seriously, Hitler was.

Some children in Germany were dazzled by Hitler’s strutting, huffing, and puffing. They knew this bully. They’d seen him on their playgrounds or on their way home from school. But when he was on the playground, Cioma preferred to be by himself. Never an athlete, he was happier making up his own not-too-demanding games than trying to keep up with other children. One day, Cioma heard someone shout “Attention!” He then noticed that most of the kids around him had stiffened, happy to be playing soldier—everyone’s heroes in this drab world of the Nazis even while they understood none of it. The boy who’d called everyone to attention “inspected” their “uniforms” (no more than their everyday clothes) and their pretend rifles (sticks, branches, poles), and he slapped a “private” who was slouching. The boy didn’t flinch. In this new world of brown shirts and men knocking on your door in the middle of the night, the sting of a slap, even for a child, was trivial compared to the good of the nation. The rules of the new regime were seeping into the lives of everyone, even of ten-year-olds.5

Another day, Cioma and some friends had fun playing their own version of Cowboys and Indians: the “Cowboys” were Nazis; the “Indians” were Communists. The head of the “Nazis” wanted Cioma to join them. “You must be a Nazi,” he argued with half-baked logic. “Your parents escaped from Russia. They didn’t want to stay there.” For the rest of recess, Cioma, a nice Jewish boy, was a “Nazi”—fighting the Communists who were swooping down from their workers’ paradise in Russia, ready to vanquish their Nazi foes and make the world safe for Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin, parades in Red Square, and starving workers everywhere.6

That was also the year the book burnings began. They continued for the next six years, pausing only in 1936 to convince the rest of the world that Germany was a great place to host the Olympics that summer. Though Cioma lived less than a mile from the burnings, he knew nothing about them. If he hadn’t been so young, he might have wanted to go. Many boys like to play with matches, and this was one of the more notorious blazes in history. Cioma’s parents, we can be sure, wouldn’t have let him out of his room.

The book burnings—organized by students, not the German government or the Nazi Party—were first dismissed as college sprees run amok. “Beer-inspired student pranks,” sniffed upper-class Germans. “Excessive student zeal,” cabled a foreign reporter back home. Oddly, Sigmund Freud (whose books had gone up in smoke on May 10, 1933, the first of the burnings) shrugged them off. “Only our books?” taunted this sage who specialized in deciphering human nature. “In earlier times,” Freud continued, “they would have burned us with them.” Was Freud challenging the book burners to do better? Soon, they would.7

Quickly, the book burnings were assailed as attacks on thought, on freedom, on civilization itself. One of their most cutting critics was Helen Keller, whose How I Became a Socialist was burned the same year as Freud’s books. Keller viewed the burnings with less whimsy than Freud. “History has taught you nothing if you think you can kill ideas,” Keller charged in an open letter to the “Student Body of Germany” from her home in New York. “You can burn my books and the books of the best minds in Europe, but the ideas in them… will continue to quicken other minds. Do not imagine that your barbarities to the Jews are unknown here. God will visit His judgement upon you. Better were it for you to sink into the sea than to be [the most] hated and despised of all men.”8

Helen Keller could see what was happening better than those with sight.

Twenty-five thousand books were burned that first year—books by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Albert Einstein, Ernest Hemingway, James Joyce. This was a night for ancient madnesses, for pagans and infidels. Definitely a night for a ten-year-old boy named Cioma Schönhaus to stay home and sleep through the night.

More books were burned the next year, and the next, and on through a good part of the 1930s. Novels, and pacifist tracts, and Charles Darwin’s breakthroughs on evolution. One hundred and seventy thrillers by the British writer Edgar Wallace went up in smoke for “promoting the English way of life and manners in an irresponsible way.” More than two hundred of G. F. Unger’s books were burned—dime-store novels about cowboys in the American West that glorified individualism and self-reliance, dangerous traits in Nazi Germany. Unger’s books were the most popular novels among children in Hitler Youth.9

If Cioma had been older, and more aware, he might have paid particular attention to a certain book the Nazis burned, one regularly dismissed as a simple fable for children, with animals frolicking in woods and meadows, and a father and mother worrying about their son who was too easily distracted from learning how to survive in the forest, and happy chatter between deer and rabbits and squirrels. But Bambi wasn’t simple and it wasn’t a fable. Its real meaning, once the cuteness was brushed away, was that the world is a scary place, and you stayed alive only by knowing, relentlessly knowing, everything that’s going on around you.

Siegmund Salzmann, a Viennese Jew better known as Felix Salten, published Bambi in 1922—his response to antisemitism in Austria. By the end of the book, Bambi learns that he can never relax, never let down his guard. His mother pleaded, “No matter what you see or hear, run as fast as you can.” A grasshopper warned, “You never know who’s coming.” Of all the dangers in the forest, man was the worst. Man killed for “sport,” murdering animals who’d never harmed him with weapons as loud as thunder. “He’s murdered us since I can remember,” an older deer taught a fawn. “He kills us whenever we show our heads.” Life was a constant, never-ending flight from man’s slaughter, from his delight in maiming, killing, and destroying.

Most deer survived by running. Bambi’s father taught him another way. If he lived alone, Bambi could “listen to anything that moved” and “sniff the air” or “put his nose to the ground and examine everything thoroughly.” Bambi’s life depended on letting nothing escape his attention. Nothing was insignificant only if Bambi was alert and conscious and awake enough to detect it. No one would come to his rescue. He had to rescue himself.10

If Cioma had any idea what the future held for him, and of course he didn’t, he might have known that Bambi wasn’t a charming story for sweet little boys and girls. Rather, it was almost a manual about how Cioma should behave once the Nazis really cracked down, and his parents boarded trains to “the east” and be was left behind. These were the precise moments when he had to be alert and know, like Bambi, that surviving meant he’d always be on the run, always be hunted, always be scared, and that if he let down his guard, even for a moment, he’d hear the thunder of rifles, and see lightning bursting from the barrels of weapons, and stiffen his posture not like he did with his friends when they pretended to be Nazi soldiers rigid at attention on their school’s playground. Rather, he’d stiffen with shock, and horror, and death.

Cioma never read Bambi. He couldn’t. It was burned in a massive bonfire an eighteen-minute walk from Sophienstrasse. Cioma was thirteen that year. Anyone who owned a book that had been burned could be charged with “high treason.”

Cioma was too young to be a traitor, but his parents took that risk. They kept books that had been burned in their apartment. When Cioma’s older cousin, Morris Gorelik, had immigrated to Jersey City, right across the river from Manhattan, he’d left his canoe and bicycle with Cioma, and his books, all of them banned, with Cioma’s parents: The Communist Manifesto by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels; Mona Lisa’s Smile by Kurt Tucholsky, an intellectual, a pacifist, and a Jew; plays and satires by Alfred Polgar, another Jew. There were also bound volumes of Die Weltbuhne, “The World Stage,” a weekly magazine about politics and art. The Nazis hadn’t burned Die Weltbuhne. They simply put it out of business a few weeks after Hitler became chancellor in 1933. The Schönhauses kept all of these in a bookcase next to their dining room table.

Eating so close to these so-called dangerous books excited Cioma. He knew they were contraband. He didn’t know why. As Cioma got older, he understood the risk: “Just having books like this in your possession could prove fatal—if certain people came across them, that is.” Boris and Fanja didn’t associate with those people. They bargained they never would. Their unobtrusive lives were not likely to arouse the suspicions of men who dragged you away in the middle of the night. Admittedly, keeping banned publications was daring, and Boris and Fanja didn’t ordinarily engage in anything close to daring. They were too protective of the little they’d accomplished in life to risk all for a few books. Their behavior reflected a hope that the coming storm wouldn’t touch them—or maybe they willfully refused to believe that anything worse was coming their way. After returning to Germany from the Promised Land, Boris and Tanja had placed their faith, and their lives, in what they assumed was the basic goodness of many of their neighbors. Now that goodness was fraying, and the wisdom of returning from Palestine was dubious. The strain of being both German and Jewish was exhausting each of the Schönhauses.11






3 Hitchhiking on the Autobahn


Cioma Schönhaus’s mother worried about him. Her son was a loner. Not every child is. Cioma’s kind of solitude often happens with only children, a kind of reflexive self-reliance that turns inward, not protectively, but more instinctively. It was all he had. Fanja wanted Cioma out of the house, learning how to be with other kids, how to play with them, have fun with them, jostle and argue and laugh and run with them. That was as much a part of life as staying inside and being by himself. A better balance of an inner and outer life, Fanja believed, would help Cioma discover more within himself, and beyond himself.

“Cioma,” Fanja firmly told her son one day, “you have to meet other children.” After hearing good things about a Jewish youth group that an older cousin of Cioma’s belonged to, Fanja signed him up for it. She didn’t ask if he wanted to do this or if he’d rather stay home and, say, make model airplanes. Fanja simply exercised her maternal authority and sent him on his way.

Cioma remembered this quite clearly. “My mother took me by my hand and said, ‘You’ll be part of this group’ I didn’t choose to be. My left-wing consciousness [that emerged from the youth group] was mere coincidence and certainly not of my own choosing.” He was also lucky that Hashomer Hatzair, the youth group in which Fanja enrolled him, was not as far left as other groups in Germany. “A little more left-wing,” Cioma said, “and Hashomer Hatzair would have been Communist,” an ideological cul-de-sac that could have been fatal in Nazi Germany.1

Hashomer Hatzair boasted that it championed “progressive Zionism and revolutionary socialism.” It would build a nation in the Middle East with the Palestinians who were already living there. At the same time, it would peacefully change the rest of the world with Socialism, idealism, and compassion. Hashomer Hatzair—Hebrew for “Young Guard”—looked toward a day with no private property and no social classes, a future informed by what Judaism taught about each of us being responsible for others. Also by what Judaism taught about faith, though Hashomer Hatzair’s faith had little to do with God. It focused more on faith that, someday, the world would redeem itself and there would be no pogroms, no Nazis, and no slandering of Jews as “Christ killers,” or bankers, merchants, and captains of industry, all without scruples, decency, or honesty: a greedy and shady lot. This version of what traditional Jews called olam haba, “the world to come,” would be a certain type of heaven: heaven on earth. Or as close to it as the worldly pioneers in Hashomer Hatzair could imagine.

The youngsters in Hashomer Hatzair sang and hiked, studied Jewish history and literature, and dreamed of a future, and a place, where they would belong and not be outcasts. They were exuberant and high-spirited. They were also prudes. Everyone in Hashomer Hatzair, the group’s charter stated, had to be “clean in thought, words, and deed” and avoid jazz, flirting, and drinking—habits that corrupted revolutionary zeal, and could distract the boys from working toward the glory that lay ahead. Hashomer Hatzair expected its members to follow these “laws”—that’s what they were called—for “all the days” of their lives. Maybe so, but not Cioma. In a few years, he would love wine and jazz. Eventually overcoming his social reticence, he’d also learn to love flirting, a hobby that never tired him.2

Part Boy Scouts (without the knots and merit badges), part fraternity (without beanies and other frivolities), part Hebrew school (without rote learning and scolding), Hashomer Hatzair was Cioma’s extended family. But Fanja may have had Cioma join for another reason than getting him out of the house. Germany had the largest youth movement of any country in the world. In 1932, more than ten million children belonged to dozens of groups. The Nazis’ own youth group—the Hitlerjugend, Adolf Hitler’s personal juvenile delinquents—soon absorbed all the other Aryan groups. By 1938, eight million youths belonged to the Hitlerjugend. That pleased Hitler. He didn’t believe public schools were capable of turning children into miniature imitations of himself. Hitler Youth was his solution.3

Noting that many of Cioma’s Christian friends were in Hitlerjugend, Fanja may have wanted Cioma to know that he, too, could be in a youth group. Just not the one that was getting all the press.

Hashomer Hatzair taught Cioma about courage and community and cultivating his own version of fun. When he was around fifteen years old, Cioma joined a field trip that Hashomer Hatzair organized. The boys broke two laws on the trip. For camouflage, they wore boots, white socks, and brown shorts—the uniform of Hitler Youth. This was illegal: only Hitlerjugend were allowed to look like Hitlerjugend. And no one, especially Jews, could hitchhike on the autobahn. Hitler’s “Roads of the Future” hadn’t been built so Jews could hitchhike all over them. Yet Cioma and his friends easily fooled a Storm Trooper. Spotting Cioma’s group trying to hitch a ride from the side of the road, the Storm Trooper pulled over his Mercedes and asked, “Where are you going?” “Cologne,” the boys answered. “Pile in,” the Storm Trooper called out, happy to help young Nazis get from here to there. Soon, four Jewish boys arrived in style in Cologne, their outfits proclaiming they were “Hitler Youth” and a certain private part of each of them proclaiming they were Jews. Their subtle joke—more of a practical joke—worked. It could have landed them in jail.4



What Cioma learned from Hashomer Hatzair extended beyond hitchhiking. Hashomer Hatzair’s core creed—service, courage, community—emboldened its members into exercising a triumph of a certain kind of will. Cioma learned to use that will in his all-Jewish high school, where he hated most of the teachers. To Cioma, too many of his teachers were suspiciously eager to comply with the Nazis’ demands about what to teach, and why, and how. That came to a head when Cioma’s class began learning Sütterlin—the baroque, convoluted handwriting that in 1935 the Nazis decreed was the only script that could be taught anywhere in Germany. To anyone outside of Germany, even to many Germans, Sütterlin was illegible, an indecipherable nightmare. Many students wanted to learn the style of writing common in the rest of Europe so they could get jobs when they emigrated—the dream of most German Jews by then. In class one day, Cioma complained that Sütterlin was useless, a sop to the Nazis and their goose-stepping ways. “No!” his teacher yelled. “You must write Sütterlin! Germans write Sütterlin!”

The teacher, Cioma concluded, was a “good German”—a Jewish good German who was dutifully doing what the Nazis demanded while doing nothing to help his students. “Pure schizophrenia,” Cioma reflected. “These German Jews were more German than the Germans. Hitler needed them to put his craziness into practice.”5

Cioma was such a bad student that he almost had to repeat a year. He graduated, thanks in no small measure to the kindness of some of his teachers. Now he had to figure out what to do. Hitler annexed Austria in 1938, the year Cioma left school. Everyone knew war was coming, and everyone knew Jews, particularly, would suffer. They already were. An idle Jew, like Cioma, could end up in one of two camps—a labor camp or a concentration camp. Or in both: first one, then the other. Over the next few years, Cioma would bounce around from one job to another, one school to another, one girlfriend to another, all while trying to find himself. In that, he was the same as teenagers everywhere—all looking for themselves, for questions, for answers. But where Cioma differed is that, in his mind, he had two jobs. He had to slip away from Germany, with all its horrors and all its dreads, and its worsening, hardening war on Jews—these “dregs,” as Hitler called them almost every day, these “subhumans” who had preyed on the good people of the earth for much too long. Separating them, or worse, from decent men and women was overdue. This would be Hitler’s gift not just to Germany, but to all of humanity. The führer lacked many things. If anything, he never lacked grandiosity.

Cioma also had to convince his parents to leave Germany. Cioma—cagey, clever, nimble, cocky—had a chance, a slim chance, of staying several steps ahead of the Nazis. His parents were another story: middle-aged, set in their ways, and too unconcerned about much that was swirling around them. They refused to believe the warnings they heard from everyone, particularly from their teenaged son.

Still, Cioma tried.

And still, Cioma failed. His parents had their ways, and Cioma, young as he was, had his. His parents were fatalistic, or maybe just tired. Cioma was defiant, playful, and almost as often, deadly serious. Or maybe deadly scared.

In early 1939, Cioma enrolled in the private Art School For Fashion and Advertising at Bleibtreustrasse 7 in Charlottenburg, one of Berlin’s more attractive neighborhoods. If all had gone well, the school would have helped Cioma realize his dream of becoming a commercial artist. All didn’t go well. To cut down on expenses, the school required students to pose as models in its drawing classes. This irked Cioma. “We’re paying money to go here,” he complained to other students, “and we have to work as models? Next time they want us to do this, let’s go on strike.” The next time, students did go on strike. Furious, George Hausdorf, the artist who ran the school, called Cioma to his office. Hausdorf knew Cioma was the ringleader. Within minutes, Hausdorf kicked Cioma out of the school. Soon after Cioma’s expulsion, the Nazis closed the school. War was about to break out, and it wouldn’t do to devote resources to anything as frivolous as an art school for Jews.

Without a school and without a job, Cioma was stranded in a country whose government, secret police, laws, courts, and propaganda hated people like him. Inexorably, transparently, and without shame, the regime was stripping Jews of their rights and their basic humanity. Streets named after Jews were given new names. Jewish and Christian children couldn’t play together. In public parks, Jews could only sit on benches that had recently been painted yellow just for them. Jews couldn’t work as midwives, doctors, nurses, dentists, or pharmacists, and they had to clear the rubble from synagogues that the Nazis had destroyed. With all that, and with parents who’d lived in Russia, Palestine, and now Germany and weren’t sure where to go now, Cioma tried to get into Belgium. This was almost a prank, the sort that teenagers pull off as a dare if they get drunk one night. Cioma barely thought it through. Traveling to the Belgian border, he asked for refuge. With no passport—Germany didn’t issue passports to anyone who was stateless—Belgium sent him away, the Nazis brought him back to Berlin, and the Gestapo opened a file on him.6
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