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was among four albums and a scrapbook
purchased by Glen Coghill at an estate sale in
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PREFACE TO 1945 EDITION


Tell ye your children of it,


And let your children tell their children,


And their children another generation.


Joel, 1.3.


The walled Jewish quarters set up by the Nazis in Poland were intended to humiliate and torture the Jewish people. Today, these ghettos lie in ashes, after the Jews had converted them into citadels of resistance. In Warsaw, Bialystok, Bendzin, and Czestochowa, the Jews, men, women and children, armed with obsolete weapons, rose against the Nazi armored battalions. No ammunition was parachuted to these isolated fighters, not even during the Battle of Warsaw ghetto, which lasted for forty-two days. The heroic struggle and the sufferings of the Jews in the Polish ghettos constitute one of the most tragic and least known chapters of the war.


The term “ghetto” itself is a Nazi lie, for there can be no comparison between the Warsaw ghetto and others created by the Nazis in Poland, and the medieval ghettos, whose walls occasionally served as a protection to the Jews who lived within them. From the beginning, the modern ghettos served the enemy as death traps.


Paradoxically, the world that had given credence to the Nazi lies refused to believe in Nazi crimes. To this day there are “liberals” who refuse to believe that the Nazis have murdered almost six million Jews in Europe. They regard the revelations about gas chambers, crematoria, and bacteriological experiments performed on hundreds of thousands of Jews as products of anti-German propaganda.


The Nazis counted on this. They knew that the greater the crimes, the less credible they would appear.


People outside Poland had a completely false picture of the conditions within the isolated Jewish quarters in Poland. Abroad, it was imagined that the Jews were a mass of human beings apathetically awaiting slaughter. That this picture was erroneous, we learn from Mary Berg’s diary, the first complete chronicle of the establishment and destruction of the Warsaw ghetto written by a witness without any political party bias.


At the beginning of the German occupation, the Jews themselves had no conception of the fate in store for them. They did their best to preserve their ways of life and, with them, the inevitable social distinctions which had prevailed before the occupation. Thus conditions in the ghetto naturally mirrored the life outside. In course of time, under the hardships of Nazi rule, solidarity among all classes of Jews grew. The Nazis deliberately squeezed into an area formerly occupied by about one hundred thousand people a heterogeneous group of six hundred thousand Jews from all the occupied territories. These Jews, of various cultures and ideas, flung into a pit of hunger, disease, and terror, succeeded in organizing a kind of community existence.


As would be true among any other groups, those who had reserves of cash or valuables managed to survive longer than the less fortunate. Underground trade with the so-called “Aryan” side continued, sometimes with the connivance of the Nazis themselves, who used these opportunities for acquiring valuables in return for worthless German marks. Through secret channels the Jewish fighting organizations got their meagre stores of arms; the funds for these arms came, to a considerable extent, from the wealthier Jews, some of whom paid willingly, while others contributed under pressure from the Jewish underground.


When Mary Berg was imprisoned in the Warsaw ghetto, she was barely sixteen years old. Events matured her quickly. As the daughter of an American citizen, she belonged to a tiny privileged group. The American flag on her lapel and another on the door of her apartment protected her like a talisman against the enemy. She was among those who suffered least, although, day after day, she was shaken by the tragedies of her schoolmates, neighbors, and family.


At some future time, we hope, chronicles hidden by writers in the ruins of the Warsaw ghetto will be discovered. Other survivors may be found to give additional testimony to this heroic episode of the war—heroic not only because of the death of so many martyrs, but because of their stubborn will to live a dignified life against fearful odds. For the time being, Mary Berg’s diary is the only existing eye-witness record. She succeeded in bringing out her notes under the very noses of the Nazi officials, for after three years of looting, the Germans did not bother to search the few ghetto inhabitants who, as foreign citizens, finally left Warsaw. Originally the young girl wrote her notes in Polish, in abbreviated form. She rewrote them after her arrival in New York on the S.S. “Gripsholm.” She was fifteen years old when she began her diary and twenty when she decided to have it published.


In preparing her manuscript for publication, I have made only those changes which were necessary to clarify details that would otherwise have been unintelligible for American readers. Almost all the names quoted in the diary are authentic; their bearers are either dead or out of danger. We have changed the names only of those persons whose fate is still uncertain or whose relatives might have been jeopardized if they had been named.


I wish to express my gratitude to Norbert Guterman who, in collaboration with Sylvia Glass, prepared the English version of Warsaw Ghetto.


S. L. SHNEIDERMAN
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A young Mary Berg (born Wattenberg) and her family




INTRODUCTION


And it continued. Ten a day, ten thousand Jews a day. That did not last very long. Soon they took fifteen thousand. Warsaw! The city of Jews – the fenced in, walled-in city, dwindled, expired, melted like snow before my eyes.


—from Yitzak Katzenelson’s
The Song of the Murdered Jewish People
written 2–3–4 November 1943


On April 19, 1944, Mary Berg began her struggle to open American eyes to the Holocaust. On that day, a crowd of thousands gathered at the Warsaw Synagogue in New York and marched to City Hall in commemoration of the first anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. Heading the marchers was the Wattenberg family, Shya and Lena and their daughters Mary (Miriam) and Ann, who had escaped the terrible fate of so many European Jews and reached the United States just four weeks earlier. The marchers carried signs reading, “We appeal to the conscience of America to help save those Jews in Poland who can yet be saved,” “Avenge the blood of the Polish ghetto” and “Three Million Polish Jews have been murdered by the Nazis! Help us rescue the survivors.”1


The Wattenbergs had arrived in the United States in March 1944 as repatriates on the SS Gripsholm, an exchange ship leased by the U. S. Department of State from the Swedish American line. S. L. Shneiderman, a Yiddish journalist who had himself escaped Nazi Europe, had met Mary Berg, who was then nineteen years old, on the dock after the ship arrived. He learned she had brought a diary of her and her family’s experiences in the Warsaw Ghetto with her, written in Polish in twelve small, spiral notebooks.


Shneiderman recalls in the preface to the 1983 Polish edition of the diary that:


In a state of awe I read the tiny letters on the densely written pages of her notebooks. Afraid that the books might some day fall into the hands of the Nazis, Mary wrote her notes in a her own form of shorthand, using only initials for the people whose names she mentioned. She never used the word ‘Nazi.’ Instead, she wrote ‘they.’


Nancy Craig, in a radio broadcast on station WJZ in New York, asked Mary how she had managed to bring her diary to the States. She replied, “I developed a sort of code of my own and wrote down the most important facts. Very simply I put them in my valise. Also I memorized all the important dates and names.”2 Soon after her arrival, Mary began to rewrite her notes in Polish.


Shneiderman worked closely with Mary for the next several months, deciphering the notebooks and asking her “to explain certain facts and situations which otherwise would have been puzzling not only for American readers but for readers through the world,” apparently amending some spellings and perhaps adding some material. When she knew the persons mentioned had perished, she and Shneiderman changed the initials to full names. For the same reason, the author’s surname was shortened to Berg to protect family and friends who might yet be alive in wartime Poland. In Pawiak, Mary had also begun rewriting parts of her diary. For these reasons, it is perhaps most accurate to call her published work “a diary memoir.”


Shneiderman translated the Polish manuscript3 into Yiddish, which he published, in serial form, in the Der Morgen zshurnal. He then hired Norbert Guterman, who was born in Poland, and Sylvia Glass, a graduate of Wellesley College, to translate the Polish version into English. Apparently, this version appeared in the P.M. newspaper in New York in serialized form, and in an abridged form in the Jewish Contemporary Record, in the fall of 1944. At about the same time, a German translation of the diary was translated by Mary Graf and appeared in the New York exile newspaper Aufbau [Reconstruction] from 22 September 1944 until 19 January 1945.4


In February 1945, Shneiderman published Mary Berg’s full work, Warsaw Ghetto: A Diary, with L.B. Fischer in New York. Mary designed the original dust jacket portraying the brick wall marking the boundary of the Warsaw ghetto. In the foreword to a special edition of the diary, sponsored by the National Organization of Polish Jews, President Joseph Thon outlined Berg and Shneiderman’s purpose in publishing the diary. He explained:


The leaders of the United Nations have declared that they would resort to poison gas and bacteriological warfare only if the Germans used these inhuman methods first. The Germans have used these methods to slaughter millions of Jews in Treblinki, Majdanek, Oswiecim, and other camps. But even today the civilized world does not fully realize this fact. It is therefore our duty to make known the horrible truth, to publicize documents and eyewitness accounts that reveal it beyond any doubt.


Mary Berg’s diary was published before the war was over, before people in the United States and abroad, and even the diarist herself, knew the enormity of the German crimes and the details of the Final Solution. Moreover, we should remember that as a witness to these crimes against humanity, Mary had arrived in New York before the summer of 1944, when the Hungarian Jews, the last of the European communities, were gassed at Auschwitz, and hope remained that the world’s attention to their plight might lead to rescue.


Mary Berg was not the only witness of these events to testify in English before the end of the war. A few articles and pamphlets were published featuring eye-witness accounts between 1942 and 1943, and firsthand testimony was also included in a book on Polish Jewry in 1943.5


However, Mary Berg’s diary was the first account to describe the events from the ghetto’s establishment through to the first deportations that took place between July and September of 1942 to appear in English. It was also one of the first personal accounts to describe gas being used to kill the Jewish population at Treblinka. In a preface to the diary, Shneiderman pointed out that:


At some future time, we hope, chronicles hidden by writers in the ruins of the Warsaw ghetto will be discovered. Other survivors may be found to give additional testimony to this heroic episode of the war… for the time being, Berg’s diary is the only existing eye-witness record.6


Mary Berg’s unique contribution was recognized in reviews during the winter of 1945. The New Yorker wrote: “This is a grim book, full of darkness and horror, and, because of the picture it gives of the courage and humanity of the people of the Warsaw ghetto, it is also a brave and inspiring one.”7 The Kirkus Review called it “a moving record of terrorism”8 and the New York Times review recommended it as reading for everyone “without qualification.”9 The Saturday Review concluded that Berg’s diary entries, “bear the imprint of sincerity and authenticity, and apparently are not ‘glamorized’ by editorial treatment.”10


Soon after its publication in February 1945, the diary was translated into several foreign languages.11 More recently, it has been the subject of a play, a piece of street theater, and featured in a 1991 documentary film, “A Day in the Warsaw Ghetto, A Birthday Trip to Hell.”12 It also appears as a source in the bibliography of many important works on the Holocaust available to students and scholars.13


Mary Berg’s diary is unique for its authenticity, its detail and its poignancy, as well as for its early publication. Alice Eckhardt, a noted Christian theologian, wrote in 1995,


Now with the ghetto’s final fate known by all, the details of the community life that went on and even at times blossomed despite the dreadful conditions under which it existed become even more important for us to know. The unique factors that made it possible for this young woman to leave the ghetto just prior to its elimination give the book a vibrancy and at the same time a poignancy that is hard to match.”14


Mary Berg was fifteen years old when the Germans attacked Poland, and her diary is that of a young girl. Like many child diarists, she was searching to find meaning in the cruelty she experienced. Like Anne Frank and others, she began her diary as a means to comfort and occupy herself. Later, it became an outlet for her and her friends. Alvin Rosenfeld in his work A Double Dying15 concludes that diaries of the Holocaust written by children or young adolescents “seem almost to constitute a distinctive subgenre of the literature of incarceration.”


She was with her family in the Warsaw Ghetto from its beginning in November, 1940 until a few days before the Great Deportation began on July 22, 1942. On July 17, 1942, they had been interned as American citizens in the Pawiak Prison, which stood inside the ghetto. From the windows of the prison, they witnessed the deportation of over 300,000 ghetto inhabitants. Several years later, Mary recalled watching many friends among “the aged men with gray beards, the blooming young girls and proud young men, driven like cattle to the Umschlagplatz on Stawki Street to their deaths.”16


Shortly after midnight on January 18, 1943, the day the second Aktion began in the ghetto that was to lead to the first armed resistance the next day, Mary, her parents and her sister Ann were sent with other foreign internees to an internment camp in Vittel, France. Over a year later, they were selected for an exchange with German prisoners in the United States. They arrived in the United States aboard the SS Gripsholm on March 16, 1944.


Early in the occupation, Mary learned that the Germans would set a price on life and that those with wealth and privilege from before the occupation would have a better chance of survival. When the ghetto was established in Lodz, a schoolmate of Mary’s came to Warsaw with, as Mary describes it, “bloodcurdling stories.” Her family had managed to escape, she told her friend, by “bribing the Gestapo with good American dollars.” Of course, Mary knew that only “the well-to-do Jews” could have easy access to foreign currency.


She realized that she was among the privileged. She explained, in her diary that those without privilege “have only a 10 per cent chance at most [to survive].” Later, she admitted with equal openness that, “Only those who have large sums of money are able to save themselves from this terrible life.” Mary had grown up in a well-to-do home in Lodz. Her father owned an art gallery and traveled abroad to purchase works by European masters such as Poussin and Delacroix. She attended school in Lodz and her family could afford to spend six weeks in a health resort in the summer of 1939, and had relatives living in the United States.


She also had the insight to see that foreign citizens had a much better chance of survival. Jews with passports for neutral countries were exempt from having to wear the Jewish star and doing forced labor. When two friends obtained papers as nationals of a South American country, she commented: “No wonder many Jews try to obtain such documents; but not all have the means to buy them or the courage to use them.”


Mary’s mother, Lena, was born in New York on 1 May 1902, and was a citizen of the United States. When Lena was about twelve, she had moved to Poland with her Polish-born parents and an older brother and sister, who were also born in the States. Her younger brothers Abie and Percy were born after the family returned to Poland in 1914. When her parents and older siblings moved back to the States in the 1920s, Lena, a fashion designer, remained in Lodz with her younger brothers. She married Shya Wattenberg, a Polish citizen, who was a painter and an antique dealer.17 They had two children, Mary and a younger daughter named Ann.


Under the Germans, her mother’s status as an American citizen gave the whole family protection and privileges, even though Mary and her sister were born in Poland. When the mailman brought her mother a letter from the American consulate in December 1939, Mary reported that he “could not refrain from expressing his envy over the fact that we have American connections.” On April 5, 1940, she noted, realistically, that “Polish citizens of Jewish origin have no one to protect them, except themselves.” Later, she explained that her mother’s visiting card on the door in Warsaw, indicating she was an American, was a “wonderful talisman against the German bandits who freely visit all Jewish apartments.” This was so much so, that neighbors came to their apartment as soon as German uniforms came into view.


Although the Wattenbergs were refugees, they had managed to hold on to some money and valuables. They also received mail and packages from relatives in the States and Mrs. Wattenberg, as an American citizen, was permitted, at first, to leave the ghetto. When, in November 1940, the Germans officially closed the Jewish quarter in Warsaw as a ghetto, the Wattenbergs were fortunate to be able to remain in their apartment at Sienna 41, on the corner of Sosnowa Street in the ghetto. It was included in the area referred to as the “Little Ghetto,” at the southern border of the ghetto. The courtyard outside their windows opened onto the “Aryan” side of the ghetto where they could still see people walking around freely.


The “Little Ghetto” became the privileged quarter. Gutman points out that:


Even though the ghetto adopted the slogan ‘all are equal,’ some people were ‘more equal’ than others, and this imbalance could be felt on the streets as well. Some streets, such as Sienna and Chlodna, were considered well-to-do sections. The apartments there were larger, the congestion lighter, and above all, the people relatively well fed. The streets were the addresses of the assimilated Jews… and rich Jews who had managed to hold on to a portion of their wealth.18


Mary was aware of this inequality and of the importance wealth played in the life of the ghetto.


Her knowledge of the corruptibility of the Judenrat is also clear from a later entry, after she and her family moved to an apartment at Chlodna 10, located right at the western ghetto gate, by the foot-bridge over Chlodna Street. She explained that:


The well-to-do, who could afford to bribe the officials of the housing office, get the best apartments on this street with its many large modern houses. Chlodna Street is generally considered the ‘aristocratic’ street of the ghetto, just as Sienna Street was at the beginning.


Although Mary often seemed uncomfortable with the privileges and protection afforded her family, she also wanted to forget the horror all around her, and with the resilience of youth she adapted to life during the occupation. Wiszniewicz interviewed a ghetto survivor living in the United States a few years ago:


People think the ghetto was like in the movies: constant, relentless terror. But it wasn’t like that at all. We were always surrounded by terror, but we led normal lives right alongside it. Flirting went on in the ghetto, romances, concerts, theatrical performances. People went to a restaurant, while behind the restaurant somebody was dying. The normal and the abnormal intertwined repeatedly.19


This is the life that Mary describes on every page.


Many of her young friends from Lodz had also fled to Warsaw. During the summer of 1940, the principal of her Lodz gymnasium, Dr. Michael Brandstetter,20 with a number of his teaching staff, started illegal classes in Warsaw. The students secretly met twice a week in the safety of the Wattenberg home so that they could finish their studies. School was only possible for the privileged, because students in the studygroups usually had to pay their teachers about thirty to forty zlotys a month.21


As the numbers of refugees increased and conditions grew more and more distressing, Jews in Warsaw began to establish a network of relief and self-help organizations in the Jewish quarter. Eager to make a contribution, Mary and eleven of her friends from Lodz founded a club to raise relief funds. Soon, at the request of a representative of the Joint Distribution Committee, they decided to put on a musical show. They called themselves the “Lodz Artistic Group” (Lodzki Zespol Artystyczny) or, in Polish, the LZA, whose letters appropriately, she felt, formed the word “tear.”


One document recovered from the Oneg Shabbat archive refers to the “privileged” youth in the ghetto, mainly refugees from Lodz and neighboring towns, whom he disparagingly called the “golden youth.” In her diary Mary describes going to the cafés on Sienna Street to sing, and to performances at the Feminina Theater with Romek, outings that stand in stark contrast to the starving youth and children in the ghetto. Even the LZA club, which was set up to raise funds for the poor, clearly brought the youth running it welcome relief from the horrors they saw all around them, as Mary reported that they “had a lively time” putting on their play, and were quite a hit. However, she remained sensitive to this inequality, and to the growing desperation in the ghetto. Just a few weeks earlier, she had noted a visit she made to a refugee home where she saw half-naked, unwashed children lying about listlessly. One child looked at her and said she was hungry. With characteristic candor, she confessed in her diary, “I am overcome by a feeling of utter shame. I had eaten that day, but I did not have a piece of bread to give to that child. I did not dare look in her eyes.”


In another moving passage, she wrote about the “dreamers of bread” in the streets whose “eyes are veiled with a mist that belongs to another world.” She explained that, “usually they sit across from the windows of food stores, but their eyes no longer see the loaves that lie behind the glass, as in some remote inaccessible heaven.” In the same entry, she also expressed guilt about her privileges, concluding: “I have become really selfish. For the time being I am still warm and have food, but all around me there is so much misery and starvation that I am beginning to be very unhappy.”


Abraham Lewin, a ghetto diarist who perished, described the huge contrasts between the better off inhabitants of the ghetto, and the many thousands who were suffering poverty, disease and starvation:


The ghetto is most terrible to behold with its crowds of drawn faces with the color drained out them. Some of them have the look of corpses that have been in the ground a few weeks. They are so horrifying that they cause us to shudder instinctively. Against the background of these literally skeletal figures and against the all-embracing gloom and despair that stares from every pair of eyes, from the packed mass of passers-by, a certain type of girl or young woman, few in number it must be said, shocks with her over-elegant attire… Walking down the streets I observe this sickly elegance and am shamed in my own eyes.22


As another Oneg Shabbat essayist reminded future historians, while these privileged youth lived comparatively well, “nevertheless they, too, were affected by wartime conditions which changed their lives in a negative way.”23


Wealth and privilege in the ghetto influenced more than housing and education. Mary discovered they played a part in protecting the inhabitants from labor camp and helped secure the most desirable jobs. She clearly faced an inner, moral dilemma herself when in the fall of 1941, she learned that the Judenrat was offering practical courses in subjects like metallurgy and applied graphic arts near her home on Sienna Street.24 The course was to last six months and the tuition was twenty-five zlotys. When she went to register, she found many friends among the almost six hundred applicants, all eager to escape labor camp.25 Not surprisingly, there were only a few dozen openings.


She admitted to herself in her diary knowing that “pull” would play a large part in the selection of students. At first she “rebelled” against this, but when she realized she had little chance of being admitted, she “decided to resort to the same means.” There was an additional selfishness in this decision, because she also admitted knowing that at the time girls were not threatened with labor camps as young boys were.


She had begun to accept the realities of bribes and pull a few months earlier. When the Judenrat established the Jewish Police force, she had explained, “more candidates presented themselves than were needed.” She had then added, “A special committee chose them, and ‘pull’ played an important part in their choice. At the very end, when only a few posts were available, money helped, too… Even in Heaven not everyone is a saint.” Since Mary’s uncle Abie served in the police force, she probably knew of this at first hand.


Due to their pre-war social standing, education and wealth, many of Mary’s relatives and friends were able to acquire positions of “privilege,” thus enabling them to live much better than the average ghetto dweller and to survive at least a while longer. Most got their positions through the Judenrat. Although public opinion varied as to the integrity of the Judenrat, Ringelblum described the council as “hostile to the people” in his Oneg Shabbat notes.26 Others, however, joined the Jewish Police, whom Ringelblum and other memoirists condemned outright, saying they “distinguished


themselves with their fearful corruption and immorality.”27


Later, Mary explained that her uncle Percy got a job with the Judenrat, picking up bricks in ruined buildings, but he lacked the “pull” to get a higher paying position as an overseer. On the other hand, she knew that her “boy friend” in the ghetto, Romek Kowalski, another “golden youth” from Lodz, had secured a position as an overseer for the construction of the ghetto wall, because he did have “pull.” Kowalski was a relative of engineer Mieczslaw Lichtenbaum, the head of the wall construction commission formed by the Judenrat,28 and of Marek Lichtenbaum, who became the head of the Judenrat after the Great Deportation.


After what she describes as a “struggle,” which probably means bribes were required, her father got the coveted position of janitor in their apartment block. The Judenrat appointed janitors. They got a salary, free lodging, relief from community taxes and extra rations, as well as a pass from the Judenrat exempting them from forced labor. In Mary’s words, “no wonder the job is hard to obtain.” Also, Mary’s sister Ann attended classes in sewing children’s clothing, which were run by the Judenrat’s Institute for Vocational Guidance and Training, known as the ORT.


Another acquaintance of Mary’s, Heniek Grynberg, whose cousin Rutka was Ann’s best friend, was a smuggler in the ghetto. He was apparently involved in the ghetto underworld, as he frequented the Café Hirschfeld with Gestapo agents. Mary notes, “He is one of the most successful people in this new business. This can be seen from his prosperous appearance and the elegant dresses worn by his wife and daughter.” His main trade was to smuggle in anti-typhus serum which, of course, as typhus swept the ghetto, went to those who could pay high sums.


The Special Ambulance Service received particularly scathing criticism from Ringelblum, who regarded it as a front for selling cards and caps that afforded the holders valuable advantages, such as exemption from forced labor. It was run by the infamous mafia-style underworld in the ghetto known as the “Thirteen,” which was widely feared to be a tool of the Gestapo. One of Mary’s friends and a fellow member of the LZA, Tadek Szajer, was the son of a member of the “Thirteen,” and himself a member of the Ambulance Service. He pursued her with youthful fervor, but she rejected his advances, noting that while others such as Romek Kowlaski had to work so hard to provide for their families, Tadek was always well fed and smartly dressed, and traveled everywhere by rickshaw. She suspected his father of doing business with the Nazis, and her decision not to see him any more suggested she understood what was happening, and wanted to take a moral stand.


In early 1942, Mary learned that U. S. citizens had been allowed to leave the ghetto and one acquaintance’s father was interned in Germany. There were rumors in the ghetto of a prisoner exchange. A few weeks later, she noted that here “pull” and bribes could also be useful. She wrote in her diary, “Naturally, one must have some scrap of paper stating that at least one member of the family is a foreign citizen. My mother is lucky in this respect, for she is a full-fledged American citizen.”


Later Mary’s mother made contact with a Gestapo agent named “Z” who promised her help. Naively, Mary confessed to believing that “it seems that despite his position he has remained a decent man.” More likely, money passed into his hands before he registered Mrs. Wattenberg with the Gestapo. A month later, Mary Berg and her family marched through the ghetto, with about seven hundred citizens of neutral, European and American countries, twenty-one of whom were Americans, to the Pawiak prison where they were interned.


When the Wattenbergs moved into the Pawiak prison, Mary parted not only from Kowalski and her many girl friends, but also from her mother’s two younger, Polish-born brothers. Her Uncle Abie accompanied them to the prison gate. In parting, he asked her mother, “How can you leave me?” Later, in the relative safety of the internment camp in Vittel, Mary wrote in her diary, “we, who have been rescued from the ghetto, are ashamed to look at each other. Had we the right to save ourselves?… Here I am, breathing fresh air, and there my people are suffocating in gas and perishing in flames, burned alive. Why?”


On arrival at the Vittel internment camp in early 1943, the Wattenbergs and other internees from Pawiak could not at first believe that such a world of comparative normalcy existed any longer. Gutta Eisenzweig, who had shared a cell with Mary at Pawiak, writes in her recent memoir about her initial reaction, “I stood there in shock, for we had suddenly crossed the divide from hell to paradise… we had come to a serene atmosphere of Old World sumptuousness. The contrast was overwhelming.”29 Vittel was a showplace among the German internment camps in Europe, designed to reassure the International Red Cross that the internees were well-treated to help ensure the safety of Germans interned abroad.


The Vittel camp was based at a health spa in the Vosges Mountains of France. The internees had rooms in the hotels and some of the luxuries of the spa still were available. There was a hospital with kind inmate physicians such as Dr. Jean Levy, movies and entertainments, a few shops and a beautiful park they could promenade in during the day. With the help of Red Cross packages they received, no one was hungry. The American and British internees at Vittel had time enough to establish a social life. There were language classes and other courses available, concerts and entertainments. There were also contacts with the French resisitance, several hundred nuns, and internees like Sofka Skipwith who reached out to help the new arrivals from Warsaw.


Madeleine Steinberg, a British internee, has written her memoir about the Vittel camp. She recalls that Mary volunteered right away to help with the children at art classes and when they were playing. She also recalls that Mary was the first one to tell the other internees about life in the Warsaw ghetto and to explain why the children from Poland ran and hid in the cellar when they saw a German at Vittel.30 The internees began to have hope once again. However, a few weeks after the Wattenbergs’ departure for the SS Gripsholm exchange, most of the Polish internees who had been moved to the Hotel Beau Site outside the barbed wire surrounding the park were deported in two transports to Drancy, and a short time later, from there to Auschwitz, where they were gassed upon arrival.


In the Warsaw Ghetto, after the deportations in late summer 1942, the Jewish Fighting Organization and other political youth assassinated collaborators in the ghetto, including Jews who had worked with the Gestapo and made huge fortunes in business deals with the Germans and known Gestapo informers.31 Postwar reactions, especially among displaced survivors in Europe, against the Nazi perpetrators – including collaborators, those who were members of the ghetto councils, the ghetto police or Kapos in the camps – was, at first, determined. Some were tried in Occupied Germany and declared responsible for their actions.


Later, several much publicized cases against Jewish collaborators were tried in Israeli and German courts. However, “guilt” in a legal sense was often difficult to prove and to judge. Since the Germans’ ultimate goal was to destroy the Jewish population, these collaborators were subordinated to the Germans’ will, so the lines between cooperation and collaboration were often indistinct. The courts of public morality have also tended to judge these defendants with leniency, as people wonder what they might have done to save themselves or family members in similar circumstances, had they been tested.32


Questions my students often asked when they read Mary Berg’s Diary were how she knew in Pawiak what was happening in the ghetto, and why she wrote that the victims at Treblinka were killed with steam. Although Mary was in Pawiak during the Aktion in 1942, the walls of Pawiak were transparent. She speaks of rumors that reached them through the prison guards and Polish police. She and the other internees at Pawiak also received letters from friends and family. Gutta Eisenzweig got detailed updates from Hillel Seidman, a community official. They also communicated with new internees and with ghetto inhabitations through the windows at Pawiak. Mary’s writings also reflect what people knew at the time. Some of the first reports indicated that steam was being used to kill people at Treblinka. It was some time after people first escaped from Treblinka that Warsaw fully understood that the Germans were using carbon monoxide.


The images of suffering we see in headlines and on television screens today make our world, in fact, too similar to the  world of Mary’s girlhood experience. Young people today often lash out at the world to stop the killing. Holocaust scholars endeavor to do the same thing. They hope that educating future generations about the past will empower them to build a new world without hate. Mary’s diary provides readers with an understanding of the Holocaust from an intense, personal perspective, and empowers readers to hope for a better future for the human family.


Marcel Reich-Reinicki explains in his strident memoir, in reference to his wife who escaped from the Umschlagplatz, “Whoever, sentenced to death, has at close quarters watched a train leaving for the gas chambers, remains marked for the rest of their lives.”33 Although Mary never passed through the Umschlagplatz, she watched as over 300,000 Jews marched by Pawiak prison in Warsaw on their way to their deaths at Treblinka. After she returned to the U. S., she learned that most of her friends and family in Europe had perished in the Holocaust, including over two hundred Jews at Vittel, her roommate Rosl Weingort, Adam Wentland and his sisters, Mrs. Tamara Schorr, the wife of the Grand Rabbi of Warsaw, and many others she knew. They were on the verge of freedom, but the world turned its eyes away and they were deported back to Poland where they died in the gas chambers of Auschwitz.


Mary began a new life in America and made an effort to leave the past behind her. When Nancy Craig asked her in early 1945 if she wanted to visit Poland again, she replied:


No, I will never go back. America is my country now and I’m going to be a real American. It wouldn’t be nice to go back to Poland and see only cemeteries… also my father’s family has been killed… so have all our friends. After what we went through, I know what freedom really means… it means America. Just talking with you this morning over the radio… this is America.


While readers may conclude that Mary was “fortunate” in surviving, and assume that once in the United States she returned to the happiness of her early teenage years, most also understand that the lives of survivors of trauma, children perhaps most of all, are changed forever by persecution, the future altered by the horror, the losses and the choices they once had to make.


Until the early 1950s Mary Berg was a personality in New York, granting interviews and appearing on radio. Then she disassociated herself from the diary, saying she wanted to forget the past, and she disappeared from the public eye. It is not known if she found happiness in her adult years. We can only hope she was able to make a life for herself in the post-war world and find solace from past memories.


SUSAN PENTLIN




CHAPTER I
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WARSAW BESIEGED


OCTOBER 10, 1939


Today I am fifteen years old.1 I feel very old and lonely, although my family did all they could to make this day a real birthday. They even baked a macaroon cake in my honor, which is a great luxury these days. My father ventured out into the street and returned with a bouquet of Alpine violets. When I saw it I could not help crying.


I have not written my diary for such a long time that I wonder if I shall ever catch up with all that has happened. This is a good moment to resume it. I spend most of my time at home. Everyone is afraid to go out. The Germans are here.


I can hardly believe that only six weeks ago my family and I were at the lovely health resort of Ciechocinek, enjoying a carefree vacation with thousands of other visitors. I had no idea then what was in store for us. I got the first inkling of our future fate on the night of August 29 when the raucous blare of the giant loud-speaker announcing the latest news stopped the crowds of strollers in the streets. The word “war” was repeated in every sentence. Yet most people refused to believe that the danger was real, and the expression of alarm faded on their faces as the voice of the loud-speaker died away.


My father felt differently. He decided that we must return to our home in Lodz. In almost no time our valises stood packed and ready in the middle of the room. Little did we realize that this was only the beginning of several weeks of constant moving about from one place to another.


We caught the last train which took civilian passengers to Lodz. When we arrived we found the city in a state of confusion. A few days later it was the target of severe German bombardments. The telephone rang again and again. My father dashed from one mobilization office to another, receiving a different-colored slip of paper at each one. One day Uncle Abie, my mother’s younger brother, rushed unexpectedly into our house to say goodbye before leaving for the front. He was ragged, grimy, and unshaven. He had no uniform; only his military cap and the knapsack on his shoulders marked him as a soldier. He had been making his way from one city to another, looking for his regiment.


We spent most of our time in the cellar of our house. When word came that the Germans had broken through the Polish front lines and were nearing Lodz, panic seized the whole population. At eleven o’clock at night crowds began to stream out of the city in different directions. Less than a week after our arrival from Ciechocinek we packed our necessities and set out once more.


Up to the very gates of the city we were uncertain which direction we should take—toward Warsaw or Brzeziny? Finally, along with most of the other Jews of Lodz, we took the road to Warsaw. Later we learned that the refugees who followed the Polish armies retreating in the direction of Brzeziny had been massacred almost to a man by German planes.


Among the four of us, my mother, my father, my sister, and I, we had three bicycles, which were our most precious possessions. Other refugees who attempted to bring with them things that had been valuable in the life they had left behind were compelled to discard them. As we advanced we found the highway littered with all sorts of objects, from fur coats to cars abandoned because of the lack of gasoline. We had the good luck to acquire another bicycle from a passing peasant for the fantastic sum of two hundred zlotys*, and we hoped it would enable us to move together with greater speed. But the roads were jammed, and gradually we were completely engulfed in the slow but steady flow of humanity toward the capital.


Mile after mile it was the same. The fields withered in the terrible heat. The gigantic cloud of dust raised by the vanguard of refugees swept over us, blotting out the horizon and covering our faces and clothes with successive layers of dust. Again and again we flung ourselves into the ditches on the side of the road, our faces buried in the earth, while planes roared in our ears. During the night huge patches of red flared up against the black dome of the sky. The fires of burning cities and villages rose all around us.


When we arrived in Lowicz, the city was one huge conflagration. Burning pieces of wood fell on the heads of the refugees as they forced their way through the streets. Fallen telephone poles barred our path. The sidewalks were cluttered with furniture. Many people were burned in the terrible flames. The odor of scorched human flesh pursued us long after we had left the city.


By September 9, the supply of food we had taken from home was used up. There was nothing whatever to be had along the way. Weak from hunger, my mother fainted on the road. I dropped beside her, sobbing wildly, but she showed no sign of life. In a daze, my father ran ahead to find some water, while my younger sister stood stock-still, as if paralyzed. But it was only a passing spell of weakness.


In Sochaczew we managed to get a few sour pickles and some chocolate cookies that tasted like soap. This was all we had to eat the entire day. Finding a drink of water was almost as difficult as procuring food. All the wells along the way were dried up. Once we found a well filled with murky water, but the villagers warned us not to drink from it because they were sure it had been poisoned by German agents. We hurried on in spite of our parched lips and aching throats.


Suddenly we saw a little blue plume of smoke rising from the chimney of a house at the side of the road. We had found all the other houses along the road deserted, but here was a sign of life. My father rushed in and returned with a huge kettle, but there was a strange expression on his face. In a trembling voice he told us what he had found, and for a while we could not bring ourselves to touch that precious water… He had found the kettle on a stove in which the fire was lit. Near by, on a bed, a man was lying with his face turned to the wall. He seemed to be sleeping peacefully, so my father called out to him several times. But there was no answer. Then he walked over to the sleeping peasant and saw that he was dead. The bed was full of blood. The window panes were peppered with bullet holes.


The kettle which we “inherited” from this murdered peasant became our faithful companion on the long road to Warsaw. As we neared the capital, we met the first German prisoners of war walking along the highway, led by Polish soldiers. This sight was encouraging to us, yet the Germans did not seem cast down by their condition. They wore elegant uniforms—they smiled insolently. They knew they would not be prisoners for very long.


We had our first taste of cooked food in Okecie, a suburb of Warsaw. A few soldiers in a deserted building shared their potato soup with us. After four days and nights of seemingly endless traveling, we realized for the first time how tired we were. But we had to go on. There was not a moment to lose, for as we left Okecie we saw men and women building barricades with empty streetcars and cobblestones torn up from the streets, in preparation for the siege of the capital.


In Warsaw we found women standing at the doorways of the houses, handing out tea and bread to the refugees who streamed into the capital in unending lines. And as tens of thousands of provincials entered Warsaw in the hope of finding shelter there, thousands of old-time residents of the capital fled to the country.


Relatives in the heart of Warsaw’s Jewish quarter gave us a warm and hearty welcome, but constant air attacks drove us to the cellar during most of our stay with them. By September 12, the Germans began to destroy the center of the city. Once again we had to move, this time to seek better protection against the bombs.


The days that followed brought hunger, death, and panic to our people. We could neither eat nor sleep. At first, in a new home on Zielna Street, we knew real comfort. The owners had fled the city, leaving a clean apartment for our use. There was even a maid to give us hot tea, and for the first time since our flight from Lodz, we ate a real meal served on a table covered with a white cloth. It included herring, tomatoes, butter, and white bread. To get this bread my father had to stand for hours in a long line in front of a bakery. As he waited there, several German planes suddenly swooped down and strafed the people with machine guns. Instantly the line in front of the bakery dispersed, but one man remained. Disregarding the firing, my father took his place behind him. A moment later the man was hit in the head by a bullet. The entrance to the bakery shop was now free and my father made his purchase.


After this supper we listened to a broadcast in which an American reporter described the Nazi methods of warfare to his American listeners. “I stood in a field and from a distance saw a woman digging potatoes. Beside her was a little child. Suddenly a German plane swooped down, firing at the unarmed woman, who fell at once. The child was not hit. He bent over his fallen mother and wept heartrendingly. Thus another orphan was added to the many war orphans of Poland. President Roosevelt!” he exclaimed in a deep voice, “I beg of you, help these mothers who are digging potatoes for their children; help these children whose mothers are falling on the peaceful fields; help Poland in her hour of trial!” But no help came…


Our house at 31 Zielna Street was next to the telephone building, which was a target for the German guns throughout the siege. Although struck by many shells, the lofty and solidly built structure was only slightly damaged and the telephone girls remained at their posts. Many houses nearby were destroyed, and again we had to spend our nights in the cellar. Then one of the bombs exploded in the front room of our apartment, and we were forced to return to the crowded home of our relatives.


Gradually the food supply of the city became exhausted. Now and then, depending upon which canning factory had been hit by the German bombs, various kinds of tinned goods were thrown on the market. Some days only sardines or pickles were to be had in the stores.


Our hunger for news was as great as our hunger for food. The only paper that still came out was the Worker, the organ of the Polish Socialist Party, which appeared in special editions. We admired the heroism of the editors and printers who, under the most difficult conditions, saw to it that the population was kept informed of events. They told us, for instance, that the British fleet had anchored at Gdynia. Very often the news printed in the Worker heartened us, but premature or falsely optimistic reports only deepened our disappointment later.


By September 20, the radio was silent and the water system had ceased to function. We began to feel as if we were on a desert island. I shall never forget September 23, the date of the Day of Atonement2 in 1939. The Germans deliberately chose that sacred Jewish holiday for an intensive bombardment of the Jewish district. In the midst of this bombardment a strange meteorological phenomenon took place: heavy snow mixed with hail began to fall in the middle of a bright, sunny day. For a while the bombing was interrupted, and the Jews interpreted the snow as a special act of heavenly intervention: even the oldest among them were unable to recall a similar occurrence. But later in the day the enemy made up for lost time with renewed fury.
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