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PROLOGUE

My memory seems to be stretching like an elastic band back into my earliest
childhood. Visions of those early days so long ago confront me now more
than ever before. Looking back over the past | see a large screen on which
my life is recorded. The memories bring back to me pictures, sounds,
feelings and even aromas of gardens | used to play in or the lovely smell of
my mother’s cooking. Above all the imaginary screen brings back to life
those lovely familiar faces of my youth.

My earliest vision of myself takes me back to when | was between 4 or 5
years old. | see a bed on which my father lay sick. The bed seemed to me
very high. All I could see was my father’s pale, slim hand resting on white
sheets. All | understood was that up there on the bed was my Tati. This
picture became embedded in my mind forever.

| see my grandfather’s room, where | would often sleep. My grandfather
was a sofer and he used to write the Torah at night so as not to be disturbed.
| would wake up in the middle of the night and see a shadow on the wall; it
was a reflection of my grandfather bending over the parchment with great
concentration. An oil lamp with a small flame inside a rounded glass was
the only light. On the desk stood large jars of special black ink that did not
penetrate the parchment but seemed to remain on top as if hardly touching
the parchment. If G-d forbid a letter was not absolutely perfect it was a
cause of great sorrow to my grandfather. He was prepared to make a day of
fasting as repentance. If a letter had to be removed, it had to be lifted off the
parchment, but never scraped away. The pens for this special purpose were
shaped from real goose feathers. We, children, were trained never ever to
touch anything on grandfather’s desk.

| remember a cold Shabbat afternoon in February 1929, when we became

aware of some unusual activities in our house. My grandmother and my
Aunt Chaya, my mother’s elder sister who lived directly opposite us, were
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talking in whispers. My mother was standing with her back against a
ceramic hot oven, rubbing her back as if in pain.

As soon as the Sabbath ended, my elder sister, Sala, and younger sister,
Basia, and I were sent over to join our cousins in my aunt’s apartment.
While we were gathering our pajamas to spend the night there, | overheard
my aunt saying, “We have to send someone to fetch the midwife.” That
night our youngest sister, Hannah, was born.

Those are the early threads in the fabric of my life. It is a tapestry woven
with bright and dark threads of many colours, and even with some bare
threads upon which my whole life hung.

TARNOW

My world in 1938-1939 was very small indeed. My horizons did not go
beyond my immediate family and neighbourhood in Tarnow, Poland, a
medium sized city with about 60,000 inhabitants. Approximately half the
population was Jewish living more or less in the centre of the town. This
area contained apartment houses, businesses, schools, synagogues and light
industries. The non-Jewish population lived on the outskirts of the city.
They were mainly teachers, bankers and office employees.

We had very little contact with the non-Jewish population. One exception
was the janitor who lived in our apartment block. He lived there with his
family and his responsibilities included keeping the building clean and safe.
He locked the front and back doors of the building at 10:00 p.m. every
night. If someone came to visit after that hour, he had to be summoned to
open the door. He gladly obliged for a small fee.

| also had contact with non-Jewish teachers who taught in the girls’ state
school, which | attended. At that time, anti-Semitism was strong in Poland
but for political reasons it was not displayed openly. Our teacher, although
not wanting to appear anti-Semitic, managed to seat us in such a way that
we were actually segregated from the rest of the class. There was a row of
benches on the right side of the classroom and another on the left, with an
aisle in the middle. The right side was near the windows with sunshine and
fresh air coming in. We, the Jewish girls, sat on the left side. The way in
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which the teacher segregated us was not immediately obvious. After | had
taken a seat near a window, she told me, “You are tall, so you can sit in the
back” indicating a seat not on the sunny side of the room. This process
continued until the teacher had us sitting exactly where she wanted us — the
non-Jews near the sunshine and fresh air and the Jewish girls on the
opposite side of the room. This kind of classroom segregation continued
throughout my school years but | did not realize the implications until
several years later.

In 1938, at the ripe age of 14, my formal schooling ended with the
completion of seven years of study at the Konopnicka primary school in
Tarnow. The major tragic event of my life until then, took place in that
same year when my father, Baruch Berglas %"r (of blessed memory), passed
away just after Pesach (Passover). He had been ailing for many years and
finally succumbed to heart failure at the age of 42.

Both my parents operated a small retail clothing store in Tarnow and when
my father passed away, my mother continued to run the business. My three
sisters and | helped her out whenever possible. In 1938, my eldest sister,
Sala (Sara Feiga), was already half-way through her studies to become a
corsetiere. The training took place during morning hours and she was free to
help in the shop in the afternoons.

When my father died Sala was almost 17 years old. | have very definite
memories of her from my childhood. | always thought of her as an adult
even though she was only two years my senior. | do not remember her ever
playing with toys or just having fun. She was always so serious. She
seemed to me to be an introvert. Whatever she learnt and whatever she
knew, she kept to herself.

Sala was a perfectionist. She loved sewing and knitting and her work had to
be perfect. One incident taught me a beautiful lesson that | remember to this
day. She was knitting a sweater and had almost completed a whole section
when she noticed an imperfection in the stitches a few rows from the
beginning. It was enough to make her undo the whole section that had taken
her hours and hours to knit. I was aghast! “No” she insisted, “I will know it
is faulty. Every time I will wear the sweater 1 will see the mistake,” she
explained. To her the extra hours of work were worthwhile in the end. She
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was right. She took pride in everything she did. From this incident, |
learned to look ahead and to consider the consequences of my actions. In
this way I try to avoid ever having to tell myself, “I should have ...” To this
day, whenever a situation arises where | have to make a decision, I think of
this fundamental rule.

Sala had many qualities that | wished | had. She was everything | wanted to
be. She never said or did anything that was not right, whereas | thought
everything | did was wrong. She was too quiet, | was too lively, and | was
often punished for my behaviour. However, after our father passed away
and we assumed greater responsibilities, we realized that our differences
complemented each other. She was better at things relating to the home or
business and | was better at fixing things and relating to the outside world.
The family knew she had wisdom far beyond her years and | admired her
tremendously.

Sala was also deeply religious. She recited the daily prayers with sincerity
and was very careful with her observance of the mitzvoth (Commandments).
Even now, after almost fifty years, | wonder how different things might
have been had she been here to guide me.

Basia (Basha) 1"y was also a unique personality. In 1939, when the war
broke out, she was barely a teenager, only thirteen years old. She had
completed 6 years of primary school and my mother was looking forward to
having her trained to help in the family shop.

She was quite mature for her age: cute, curly haired and very clever. She
always said and did the right thing. When she was asked to stay with our
grandparents in Ryglice in order to help them out with their daily chores,
she gladly agreed little realizing that she would never see us again.

Throughout my childhood my sisters and | would spend our vacation in
Ryglice with our paternal grandparents, Reb Avraham Chaim and Rachel
Levi ?"1. Bobie and Zaydie Levi had a bakery and grocery shop in the
village. We loved being with them and having the freedom to run around in
the fresh air and sunshine for over two months every year.

My family name was Berglas, however, it really should have been Levi,
after my paternal grandfather. | recall my father explaining the reason for
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this. In Poland, at the turn of the century, there were no compulsory civil
marriages. Jewish couples, of course had the organized religious ceremony.
Children born to a couple were registered under the family name of the
mother. When a law was enacted requiring married couples to go through a
civil ceremony, my grandparents duly appeared before the Registrar. They
stated that they were the parents of 9 children, my father being the oldest.
The clerk then asked my grandfather, “Do you admit to being the father of
these children?” “Yes I do,” he answered. I recall my father telling me this
story and jokingly adding with a twinkle in his eye, “I wonder how my
mother would have felt had my father answered in the negative ...?”

The summer of 1938 was my first summer without a vacation. | was not a
school girl anymore; it was time to decide what | should do. On my
mother’s advice I enrolled for a course in designing and sewing ladies
clothes. | was told that | was good at it.

At that time news reached us of the persecution of Jews in Germany. The
adults listened with concern and we watched their serious and sad faces but
to me it all sounded so vague, so far away. We did not listen to the radio or
read newspapers. There might have been only one radio set in the
neighbourhood in those days, so people would gather under the window of
the apartment from where the latest news bulletin could be heard. The news
was then passed on by word of mouth with endless commentaries and
discussions.

| think it was late autumn of 1938 when the news came that all Polish born
Jews residing in Germany were to be expelled en masse. They were driven
by the thousands to the border town between Germany and Poland.
Trainloads of people were literally dumped on the ground, which by late
autumn and the beginning of winter, was wet and already freezing.

Polish Jewry immediately organized a rescue campaign. They managed to
provide train transportation from the border town to all cities and towns
wherever there lived a Jewish community. Then, in turn, each local
community arranged private accommodation and some necessities, as most
of those refugees came with only what they could carry. In our street,
Brodzinskiego, we received a number of families whom we tried to help.
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With one particular family, | think the name was Symanowitz, we became
friendly. The father, a gentle frum man with a grayish beard came to borrow
a hot water bottle for his wife who suffered from frostbites from sitting in
the snow at the border town. They had sons and daughters, the eldest one,
Paula, eventually married my second cousin, Shimon Strom. The younger
daughter was my age and we became good friends.

We youngsters accepted this situation as almost normal. We were
fascinated with the stories these refugees from Germany used to tell us.
They were taken from their homes without any warning. An SS man
walked into their homes and ordered the people to pack whatever they
needed for a short trip. One woman told the story; she was in the middle of
giving a piano lesson when she was ordered immediately to start packing,
she had to leave everything and go. Another woman was in the middle of
cooking and preparing for Shabbat, when the SS man burst into her
apartment. He would not even let her change her clothes or anything, just
the way she was standing in her kitchen, was the way she had to leave.

One family was tricked; they were told that they could pack up their whole
household, furniture and all. They spent days packing everything carefully
so that there should not be any breakages. This family was well to do, they
had expensive china sets, crystal etc... They arranged with a shipping
company to have it packed in a big container, but when they arrived in
Poland, none of those things had arrived. No wonder the Germans were so
eager to send the Jews out of Germany. They were then able to confiscate
all the properties.

Little did | understand then the tragedy those refugees were experiencing,
yet the worst was yet to come. This was still in 1938, the year Hitler
marched into Czechoslovakia after taking over Austria. No one ever
thought that a year later he would continue to march eastwards to take over
Poland.

The summer of 1939 was like any other summer. | was not aware of the
political storm that was gathering all around us. At the age of 15, and
already a year out of school, | felt almost grown up and life seemed
uneventful. Then on the Ist of September suddenly large posters appeared
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everywhere announcing a Declaration of War between Poland and
Germany.

At first, it all sounded so exciting, people walking and talking in little
groups. The street where we lived was in close proximity to the army
buildings. As children, we used to watch the soldiers in their Sunday best
going to the Church and marching in time to the military band. Often we
would follow the army so that we could listen to the music a little longer. It
was fun to watch them, but now the mood was different. Mobilization was
in full swing, there were men standing, sitting and even sprawling on the
sidewalks and lawns. They were waiting their turn to be registered and
given uniforms. The faces of those newly drafted recruits were serious,
some were bored, and others looked worried, they came mostly from the
surrounding towns and villages.

A few days after the recruitment we saw them marching again, but this time
there was no music, and they were not going to Church — they were going to
the Front — little did they know that only a handful of them would return.

The entire economic system collapsed. Banks, offices and schools closed
down. Industry came to a complete standstill. Big firms opened only for a
few hours every day. The people who were the first ones to suffer were the
pensioners who were dependant on their monthly pension, which came from
the government through the bank. Since the Polish Government ceased to
exist, there was no money coming in.

Elderly people were left with absolutely no income, and no savings to fall
back on, the tragedy was great. My mother would send us with a basket to
collect some food items. One of those in need was my Uncle Yakov. He
was an invalid from the First World War and he was fully dependent on the
pension he received. It was very painful for him to be a recipient of
collected food. Another elderly couple who had been very rich when they
were younger, found themselves at the outbreak of the war old, lonely and
penniless, and was shy to take help. To those kinds of people, my mother
reached out with help in such a way that it would preserve their dignity.

POLAND OCCUPIED
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In the first two weeks of the Blitz-Krieg in September 1939, the Polish army
was smashed when the German Army marched in with tanks. Tanks in
columns kept rolling in along the streets, hour after hour until they occupied
every street and every empty block of land. Some cities were bombed, but
Tarnow was not damaged.

The first four days under the German occupation did not seem as if much
had changed. However, soon afterwards, new laws and regulations were
announced almost daily. Everyone had to wear on his left arm a white
armband with a blue Magen David star sewn on it. Almost immediately,
those bands were on sale on every street corner. Next, we were forbidden to
walk on the right sidewalk, for us it was only the left sidewalk. If anyone
with an armband dared to walk on the right sidewalk, he was immediately
arrested. In the beginning, we were still allowed to ride in the back of the
trams, which would take a person only from one end of the city to the other.
After a short while, we were not allowed to ride on the trams at all. The
Germans had a very efficient method of separating us from the non-Jewish
population. Men were taken off the streets and forced to do street cleaning
and other heavy work. As the male population diminished, because many
young men went into hiding and others left town, the Germans did not
hesitate to take young women and girls to do the jobs.

When they became aware that the men-folk had left the towns, they took
hostages, firstly to prevent more men from leaving, and secondly, they
thought that by holding hostages, the ones who had left might return. Of
course, no one dared to return to a sure death sentence, so after three days
they shot the hostages. A group of 10 men were chosen from amongst the
nicest balabatim in town, the most respected people. The whole community
suffered a terrible blow. On another occasion, they shot six men,
supposedly for a deed they did not commit. They had them lie down on the
ground to instill fear in all who saw them.

Food became scarce and was rationed and one had to get up early in the
morning to queue up under the bakery window so as not to miss the allotted
portions. | remember there were times when | stood in the queue from 3
o’clock in the morning. The bakery did not open until 7 o’clock but by that
time, the queue was three blocks long.
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During the first year, our family was fortunate. We had enough bread, eggs
and cheese which our paternal grandparents used to send us from Ryglice, a
small village about 8 kilometers from Tarnow. However, as time went on, it
became too dangerous to travel and gradually this also stopped and we had
to rely on whatever rations we received.

Living conditions became more and more crowded. The Germans started
resettling the Jewish populations to make the smaller towns and villages
“Yudenrein” (free of Jews). The people moved to larger cities, at that time
one still had the choice of where to go, so naturally everyone tried to move
in with relatives. To us came our family from Krakow. An uncle, a
younger brother of my mother, Pinchas Weisenberg, with his wife Lea,
daughter Zunia (Zisl), son Vilek (Wolf) and a younger daughter Renia
(Regina-Rivka). With them came Aunt Lea’s mother, six people in all.
Luckily our apartment and Aunt Chaya’s, my mother’s elder sister, were
very close together so we managed to accommodate this family between our
two apartments. It was not easy, but life kept its rhythm as nearly normal as
possible. My uncle still kept working at making women’s handbags and
travel bags, of which there was a demand, as everyone kept packing and
repacking their belongings. A few of us younger ones were working at
making brooms and brushes by hand, something we had learnt easily.

One can imagine the balagan and gradual discontent which emanated from
three families living together in two small apartments. We had to take turns
in cooking and eating, three housewives in one kitchen and one eating area
Is not fun. Even with the best of intentions, quarrels were inevitable. One
example left me feeling very guilty: | was doing something in the kitchen
and needed advice, and it happened that Aunt Lea was in the kitchen at the
time, so | asked her. Later on, I noticed that my mother looked very hurt,
she felt offended that 1 preferred Aunt Lea’s opinion rather than hers. I
apologized but don’t remember whether I had the perception to explain to
my mother that this little incident had not diminished my love and respect
for her. However, | resolved not to do it again. My mother was in her mid-
forties at that time but she had turned grey very early, so to me she appeared
old.
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| became aware of the fact that the atmosphere between the three families,
living so close together, was becoming tenser with every passing day. After
all, five adults and nine children, packed into two small apartments, needed
a lot of patience and understanding to survive.

ESPERANTO

In 1940-41, there was great movement of population. Some people came
from smaller places into a larger city thinking it might be safer, some went
to live with Polish country folks to hide in underground bunkers and many
were in transit, traveling towards the Russian border. Refugees seem to be
everywhere.

The two apartments, my Aunt and ours, already accommodated three
families, yet there was still room for a wayfarer or refugee who would come
to stay for a day, and sometimes a week or two. To us youngsters, these
people were especially interesting, so different from what we were used to.
They came from different parts of the country so naturally they had different
accents and expressions. We would burst out laughing at what we thought
was a mispronunciation of a word.

What impressed me about one particular man was his ability to speak
several languages. For example, | remember when in the final years of my
primary school, the teacher asked us two questions: what we would like to
be when we grow up and what we would like to learn. To the first question
my answer was that | really did not know, | guessed that | would probably
go into dress designing. To the second question, my answer was quite
definite that | wanted to learn foreign languages as it always held a special
fascination for me, having been brought up speaking only Polish with a bit
of Yiddish used when speaking with our grandparents. To be able to speak
another language seemed like magic.

A clear picture of one of the refugees stands out in my mind and slowly
emerges from the deep well of my memories. He was of slight build, not
very tall, with a small black moustache and his hat and suit were grey. In
our religious circles, we would call him “modern”. A stark contrast to the
Chassidic garb our men wore. He told stories about the various countries he
visited. He could have been a teacher who came to Poland on a visit and
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became stuck. Whatever his past, he was willing to teach us Esperanto. So,
four of us girls: my sister Sala, myself, cousin Hinda (my Aunt’s daughter)
and cousin Zunia (my Uncle’s daughter from Krakow) — aged 15 to 18 years
old, were the official students, while the younger ones looked on without
participating. His idea was that if everyone in the whole world would speak
the same language, people would understand each other better and then
there would be no wars. He was too idealistic to realize that the greed,
aggression and prejudice, which is either inherent or acquired in the human
being, needs much more than a language to make the world more agreeable.
There is no substitute for our Torah’s Dictum ... “Love thy neighbour as
thyself. ”

This man opened for me the door to etymology. He taught us that the basis
of Esperanto is Latin, as it for Italian, French, Spanish, English and German.
He explained the relationship of words to their roots, and in a wider sense,
the relationship between languages. He emphasized that the backbone to a
language is grammar — grammar is the instrument that allows us to create
and recreate a language into a comprehensible communication. Only now, |
realize how much | owe this man for introducing me to the intricacies of
learning a language.

Of course, we have other means of communication and expression, but
language has in it a binding force, and we humans are the only creatures to
be privileged to have this special gift from G-d.

Aunt Chaya also accommodated a very young Chassidic man who said he
was the son of a Rabbi, who had become separated from his family and
asked to be put up for a couple of nights. After about a week, he was still
there, with nowhere to go. Aunt Chaycia did not have the heart to turn him
out into the street. Not only did she let him stay, she also shared the little
food they had with this young man. When asked by the rest of the family
“how long can you keep him?" her reply was “maybe in this merit someone
will take care of my child, my son Avigdor, who is somewhere in Russia”.

Indeed, almost miraculously, Avigdor and Yocheved Helfgott survived the
war in Russia. After the war they came back, and then settled in Israel. | am
sure that it was in the merit of his mother’s good deed that someone took
care of him in Gorky.

o5



13

THE LOOK

At about the same time when the law was passed that all Jews had to wear
armbands with the blue Magen David, it became dangerous for a man with a
beard to be seen in the street. Many of the younger men shaved off their
beards. However, the older men found it difficult to do so, to them the beard
was not some kind of an outside decor, but was a part of their inner being.
Thus the older men usually remained indoors.

An incident occurred before the ghetto was fully established. It was still a
time when people out of town could come and go, although there was
always the danger of being caught. One day my sister Sala and | were
standing in a large square courtyard with tall three storey buildings all
around. There were densely populated apartments, on Twarski Street
because of the influx of people from surrounding towns and villages. In one
building lived the parents of my Uncle Shmuel, Mr. and Mrs. Rosen, with a
son Aka and three daughters, all grown up. They came to Tarnow from their
little town, Mystenice, somewhere near Krakow. They, with all the other
Jews of this town, had to leave when the Germans decided to make it
Yudenrein.

My Uncle Shmuel was new to our family. He married my Aunt Mindle
about three years prior to the outbreak of the war. | was very fond of him.
Firstly, because | was old enough to participate in their wedding ceremony
in Ryglice; and secondly, he treated me as almost grownup unlike my other
Uncles who remembered me from my childhood and treated me like a child.
For some reason | also liked him because he was a Bobover Chassid. To me
he seemed old, with his reddish beard and black velvet hat, but I think he
might have been close to 30 years old. He lived in Ryglice with the rest of
the family, my paternal grandparents, two unmarried uncles, David and
Simcha, Uncle Shmuel and Aunt Mindl who had two little girls, Rivki and
Malka. Uncle Shmuel had not seen his parents, who were now living in
Tarnow, for over four years from the time of his marriage, so he decided to
pay them a visit even though it was risky — really very dangerous.

Once, as we were standing in this large courtyard, a group of men walked
in, dressed like men from the country with high, black leather boots, short,
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hip tight winter jackets and the kind of hat a man from the country would
wear, similar to the kind that the Russians are now wearing. At first | did
not give them a second look, then something caught my eye, and | said to
Sala, “One of them looks like our Uncle Shmuel.” But it could not be this
man had no beard. | looked again and he seemed to smile. Yes! It was Uncle
Shmuel, but different — that look ... logically I knew it was the same person.
| tried hard to reconcile the two images. Had only the outside changed? Had
it affected the inside of the person, did it influence him in any way? How
painful it must have been for his wife and children, when the children ran
away from him in fear, not recognizing him.

We did hear of cases where this kind of changed image did influence the
person’s behaviour, some men completely separating themselves from
Yiddishkeit, never to return. Whatever mixed feelings | had, the image of
my Uncle, the Bobover Chassid with the reddish beard and black velvet hat
— this image was shattered. This experience left such an impression on me
that it influenced my thinking later in life.

Many, many years later when my daughter, Glenda, was in high school, one
day she and a friend came home with a little make-up around her eyes, and a
little different hair-do. | glanced at her, and tried to control my negative
reaction so as not to put her on the defensive. In my mind’s eye, I saw a
picture from a front-page magazine. | observed her for a minute, and then
with a voice, not betraying any anxiety, I said. “I cannot see my sweet little
Glenda from behind THAT LOOK™ .... and left it at that.

Later on, in the evening, when | felt | had my emotions under control, |
explained, “A little make up does not seem wrong, a little change in a hair
style seems quite innocent, but what is dangerous about it is to try to take on
someone else’s look, as if to fit another one’s personality. The next step is
to try to act as this look would expect you to act. After a little while, one
believes in this role, and this leads to confusion. No wonder so many young
people are searching for their identity. They have lost their identity by trying
to imitate others. You do not have to search, you know your identity, you
know who your parents are, you are attending wonderful shiurim three times
a week and go to shul every Shabbat. The outside look must correspond
with the inside person.”
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With a little persuasion as gently as | could and a lot of prayer in my heart,
next morning | had my sweet little girl again 71"2, she listened.

THE TUESDAY YIDELE

Before the war, our house was always open to whoever needed help.
Yeshiva Bochrim came in for a hot cup of coffee; they learned next door
and had no facilities. This was the Yeshiva of the Radomsker Chasidim. In
winter, poor people would come for a hot bowl of soup; my Grandmother
was always ready for whoever knocked on the door.

Every Tuesday morning a little old man came for breakfast. His clothes
were non-descript but | remember his gentle features, short grey beard and
particularly smiling blue eyes. We knew that a tray had to be set aside with
pieces of bread and cheese, or whatever we had eaten for breakfast, with a
big pot of coffee. He would wash for motzi, finish what was on the tray,
then bentch and then he would go on his way. This went on regularly for
quite a while. When the war broke out, our Yidele did not come and we
wondered at first, what could have happened to him, but after a while, we
forgot. There were so many things happening, so many people coming and
going, everyone looking for a safer place. It was like a stormy wind was
blowing, leaves being blown back and forth, the skies getting darker and
darker and not a sign of peace on the horizon.

It might have been the spring of 1941, the Ghetto not yet closed in, and we
were still in our old apartment when one day there was a knock on the door,
a little old man looking strange as he stood in the open door, his movements
indicated as if our place was familiar to him. | studied his face, his blue eyes
were sad, but there was a gentle smile, then suddenly, | recognized him.
“Our Yidele” had come back. We let him in and found something for him to
eat. He was so happy that we recognized him, his eyes were smiling now,
and to him it was like coming home. This was the last time we saw him. |
do not have to guess what happened to him, no doubt he fell into the
murderous hands of the Germans and he perished, as did all my family in
Ryglice, amongst them my younger sister Basia.
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This story of the Massacre at Ryglice was told to me after the War.

Sometime during 1943, | think it was July; the Germans gathered most of
the Jewish population, men, women and children of Ryglice, into the shul
and set it on fire. Later, the bodies were thrown onto a truck, with arms and
legs hanging out, and they were taken to a mass grave and buried there. |
did not go back to search for that grave. It was reported that my
Grandfather, Rev Avraham Chaim Levi, was in the middle of saying his
prayers in his tallit, when the Germans came in. He ran up to the attic but
they followed him, wrapped him up in the tallit, threw him off the roof onto
the ground and shot him. Thus, my Grandfather, the whole family, my
sister, Uncle Shmuel and his family and all the Jews from Ryglice died on
Kiddush HaShem.

CHARACTER TESTS

There is a saying, “During a storm the mud of the river comes up to the
top,” and so it is in human society. We find that during a war the lowest
characters of society suddenly rise to leading positions. This in turn drags
down the moral values of such a society. The whole pattern of behaviour
changes so that what was once forbidden is now acceptable. | heard a
daughter of one of those “leaders” exclaiming to a friend, “Can you see this
beautiful winter coat? That is a gift from my mother's friend." Frankly I
was too naive to understand the implication. The Germans also recruited
young Jewish men as policemen. Some went because they had no choice,
others volunteered because of the status and power it gave them.

| recall two people who reacted in opposite ways to a very similar situation.
This was still in the first year of German occupation. Three men were
caught for some minor offence and were taken to the cemetery to be shot.
First they had to dig their own graves, and then two policemen had to hold
the man down for the execution. In one instance, one of the policemen said
he could not possibly do it, he could not be part of this execution, and he
could not bring himself to remain indifferent to the suffering of his
fellowmen. Immediately the German shot them both. He was such a fine,
gentle person, In his religious upbringing he learned of the three major
transgressions by which a person should rather give his life, one of those is
"Shefichus Damim" spilling of blood. He felt that holding a man down for
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execution was like spilling his blood. When this tragic news was told to his
wife, she responded with "he followed his conscience, | cannot hold it
against him." They might have been married only a short time, she had a
little baby and was left alone and unprotected. Eventually they all perished.

The following incident of a policeman in a similar situation illustrates the
base character of a person who brutally sold out his own parents together
with a large group of people, young and old.

When the Germans were searching apartments for people to deport, they
often gave the Jewish policeman a quota of how many they must bring in
for deportation. They knew that people were hiding in offices and cellars.
In a building about half a block away from our house lived the parents of
one of those policemen. All the people in that building had a false sense of
security. They thought that surely since one of their own was a policeman,
he would protect them. When they heard him calling, "Tate, mame kumt
arrois" - “father, mother, come out, it is all clear,” they trusted him. The
whole large group came out, only to be confronted with a number of SS
men, and they were all deported. Amongst that group was family Strom, our
second cousins, Golda and Peretz, with their youngest son, Shmuel who was
a Yeshiva student at the Lubliner Yeshiva. When the war broke out the
Yeshiva was disbanded and all the students went home. | saw him only once
or twice. He was about 18 or 19 years old, tall, slim with a sweet gentle
smile, shining eyes and dimples on his face. | remember thinking, "When |
will look for a chasan, | will want one like Shmuel."

The searching of apartments was going on periodically; the deportations
were done in smaller groups, not all at once. On one such occasion, when
we knew the Germans were coming to search, we had a brilliant idea. Our
apartment had one room where the door was slightly shorter than the other
doors, so we decided to stand a large wardrobe in front of it, and people
could hide in that room behind the wardrobe. It was a great idea and as
many people as could fit in were sitting on beds, chairs, tables and the floor
hiding behind a door camouflaged by a cupboard.

My sister, Sala, and | were in the front rooms as if we were the only
occupants of this apartment. We spoke a little German, our mother was
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educated in the German language under the rule of Austria's Keiser Franz
Josef, and so the German language was familiar to us.

When the SS man came in, the people in the back room had to literally hold
their breath. We explained to him that we were the only two of us living in
the apartment. The young SS man noticing we could speak a little German
started a conversation. We were now exposed to a double danger, one was
that if he stayed a little longer someone in the back room might cough or
move. The second danger was that he could become "too friendly". We
prayed in our hearts that some miracle would happen — and it happened.
Another SS man walked in and called him out saying "we finished with this
building™. Our relief was indescribable, and so was the relief of the people
from the back room. As they were let out, we became aware of the tension
we had been in. Officially, the SS men were not permitted to have any
contact with Jewish girls, but there were cases when it happened.

In our neighbourhood lived a woman, Dr. Bloch with her only daughter, a
beautiful girl about my age, or a year younger. | used to admire her and
even though we both lived opposite the school called Konnopnicker, which
| attended, Miss Bloch attended the only Hebrew (but non-religious) school
in Tarnow, so we really had no personal contact. This did not stop me from
admiring her as a beautiful girl wearing lovely clothes. | used to like to
watch her from my window how she rode her bike up and down the street.
At some point she became involved with an SS man. | will never know
whether she resisted him or if they were reported, no one really knows, but
in the end he shot her in front of her mother. For the mother this meant the
end of her life, her mind snapped ... she was led away a broken person.

We had neighbours, a family called Kurtz, and their eldest daughter, Freidl,
was my very good friend even though she was a year older than | was. She
was the eldest of five children. This was still before the ghetto was
established and one could travel out of the city. She and her girlfriend did
not look Jewish at all so they tried to help their families by bringing food
from the countryside. They were mostly hitch-hiking. This went on for a
few months. Then one day they were picked up by a truck driven by
German soldiers. At first the soldiers thought they had picked up two non-
Jewish country girls. However, along the way they realized that the girls
were Jewish, they took them off the truck and shot them by the roadside.
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When this news came through, | could not believe it. | grieved very much.
She was a little older than | was and | somehow needed her support. Her
family was devastated. We never knew how or where they were buried,
probably along the roadside. | am not sure if Tarnow had at that time during
the war an official Chevra Kadisha. It is possible that in a case where
someone was shot in the city, an unofficial group would take care of the
burial although there were no funerals.

The winter of 1942 was very, very cold. There was no heating, not much to
do, and not much to eat, so to keep warm we would stay in bed, sometimes
fully clothed even with gloves on. As we were breathing the steam was
visible in the air, and we used to play games competing over whose breath
would stay the longest in the air. Sometimes G-d eases one's suffering with
beauty. Although we were freezing inside, the window panes were a miracle
to behold. The ice and the frost had created the most beautiful pictures of
flowers, most of them in the shapes of tulips and those long stemmed
chrysanthemums. When the sun shone on them, it gave the impression of
brilliance as if those flowers were diamond-studded jewels. | would sit and
watch them until the midday sun melted the lot. Another benefit of staying
in bed longer on those frosty mornings, besides keeping warm, was that we
then needed less food, and in that manner we survived the winter.

THE TARNOW GHETTO.

In the spring of 1942, the boundaries of the ghetto in Tarnow were marked.
The street called Brodzinskiga where we lived was considered outside of the
ghetto, therefore we had to move. It was still a time when one could choose
with whom to move in, as long as it was within the boundaries of the ghetto.
It seemed to me that the ghetto was the size of one square mile into which
area thousands of people were squeezed.

Hersh Strom, our cousin, lived in a tiny apartment on Luonski Street. One
side of the street was the boundary of the ghetto, the other side was already
considered as outside of the ghetto. In fact the factory where | later worked
was on the other side of Luonski Street. Since he lived on the permissible
side of the street he did not have to move. In this tiny apartment, he lived
with his wife and two children, a boy and a girl. It was very kind of them to
allow my mother and the three of us sisters to move in with them.
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Hersh’s house being so small, we tried to keep out of each other’s way.
There was an entrance hall, which served as a bedroom for mother, Sala and
| slept in a room with a girl from next door.

| wish to mention here a few words about Hersh and his wife, not only as
singular victims of the Nazi murderers, but of the great potential that was
lost in people like them and millions like them. Six million lives is a
staggering number, and if we consider that two generations later, they would
have numbered eighteen million, it boggles the mind. It only proves that this
horrendous crime is not diminished by time, but with each passing year, the
unfulfilled potential grows.

Hersh was a handsome, tall man. He married about eight or nine years
before the outbreak of the war. His wife, an intelligent girl from a well-to-
do family, was very proud of her husband. He fitted well into her family and
he became one of the nicer Balabatim of that small town where they settled.
His hobby of collecting stamps later turned into a profitable business and he
had contacts with people all over the world. They were looking towards a
bright comfortable future until the Germans decided to make their little
town Yudenrein. They, their parents, six sons and a daughter with their
families and their own two children were wiped out.

The ghetto, as tiny as it was, was further subdivided with one section for
people who went out to work and the other for the younger and older
people. The division of apartments turned into division of rooms. A room
was divided into four sections by placing wardrobes in such a way that they
served as a wall on one side and a wardrobe on the other. Into these little
squares, as many beds as possible were fitted. It did not matter if you knew
the person in the next bed or not. Of course we were all girls. A girl walked
in one day after all the beds had been filled. The only place left for her was
on the floor next to my bed. Well, I couldn’t let her sleep on the floor so I
said, “I don’t mind if you sleep in my bed with me.” This girl was Regina
Schwartz and we became best friends. We stayed together until the end of
the war. She got married soon after the war and my husband and | were her
unterfiehrers.
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At first we could visit each other from one part of the ghetto to the other
whenever we wanted to but after a while, only on weekends. It must have
been one of those pleasant spring Sunday afternoons when everyone was out
in the street on each side of the wooden fence that divided the two sections.
Relatives were eager to hear what transpired during the previous week.
Every minute was so precious as the time was nearing 6 p.m. and the
curfew. On that particular Sunday, my mother and | were just about
finishing our conversation, maybe we delayed an extra minute, when a
Jewish policeman started hitting my mother with his baton. Perhaps she was
not badly hit, but I was horrified — someone dared to hit my mother ... I
could not get this picture out of my mind for a long time. Even now after
almost 50 years, my heart misses a beat when | think about it.

During the resettlement into the Ghetto, anyone who did not vacate his
apartment was shot. My uncle Yaakov, my mother’s brother, and his wife
Frieda Weisenberg lived in the same building as we did. They were elderly
and childless. My uncle was an invalid from the First World War where he
lost a leg. We children were brought up knowing that we had to help
whenever possible. He was such a sweet-natured person. He had so much
patience with us. | especially liked to listen to his stories about when he
served as a soldier on the Italian Front.

On the morning of the final clearing out of apartments, Uncle Yaakov and
Aunt Frieda decided that it was impossible for them to move. They stayed in
their beds waiting for what would happen to them. Soon, two SS men came
to their home, pushed in the door and seeing them in their beds, he shot
them. Since it was a time of great confusion, families were separated, each
trying to find a small space inside the fenced-in Ghetto, we didn’t even have
the presence of mind to warn our Uncle.

There were other people who preferred to die in their own homes and not be
tossed around in the wind. Next door to our building in Brodzinskiego Street
lived such a family by the name of Mehl. They arrived in Tarnow from
Germany, running away from Hitler, in 1935-36. They had a grown up son
and daughter and for a time, they lived quietly and comfortably on the
savings they brought with them. Mr. Mehl was retired and tried to be active
in the local community. He did his best to patronize the two or three small
shops equally. Since he had time on his hands, he would often visit my
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father who (as mentioned before) was sick in bed for a long time. On that
fateful morning, when everyone had to move into the ghetto, they decided to
die in their home. From the time that Germany occupied Poland, they knew
what to expect, so, from the very beginning, they had cyanide capsules in
their possession. Before the SS men had a chance to open the door, all four
of them swallowed the capsules. Thus, the family Mehl ceased to exist.

At last, after all the panic and confusion of re-settling into the ghetto,
everyone found a spot for himself, and for a while we thought that this kind
of existence was normal life. Slowly, spring changed into summer, and it
was much easier, one could be outdoors much more and not be cramped
inside the overfilled rooms.

| heard that the Germans were looking for people who knew how to sew and
manufacture clothing. Apparently some people realized, or were told, that
this was going to be a good place to work, so immediately there were those
who looked for “protektsia” and in no time at all, a long queue formed at the
door of the makeshift office of the factory. | was too naive to even
contemplate looking for protektsia, | simply queued up and when my turn
came, I stepped inside and said in German, “Ich bien eine Schneiderin-" 1
am a seamstress.” He stamped my card and I was accepted. Next morning |
presented myself at the ghetto gate, where this particular group had to meet.
We marched outside towards the sewing factory. Once inside the building
we were assigned to our individual jobs. 1 was told to join a group of
women at the hand-sewing table; we were called the “finishers”. After
receiving the garment from the machinist, it came onto our table.

| became aware of certain side-glances the managers were giving me and at
first I wondered if maybe they were watching me to see if I could really
sew. After a while, one of them came over and asked me quietly, “How
much did you pay to be accepted here?” 1 looked up in amazement.
“Nothing” I answered. After lunch, another one of the managers asked me
in a kind of friendly voice, “Whom do you know here?” 1 just looked at
him. From that look he realized 