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Introduction


 


“The Strange Ways of Providence
in My Life”
provides a unique insight into the life of the Jewish community in Obertyn. It covers
both the period preceding the outbreak of the Second World War and the time of
the Holocaust, depicted through the eyes of a young girl. However, it’s not
just that; in her memoir, published after many years of silence, Krystyna Carmi
shows the history of her family and her life, as well as the time after the war
filled with education. She directed many warm and kind words to amazing women
such as Prezentki Nuns from Jordanow, who ran an orphanage called, “Our House.”
She also expressed gratitude towards the professors and tutors from
Co-Educational Gymnasium in Jordanow, which she completed with her final Matura
exam. 


 Because of the broad-spectrum of
the events, the content of the memoirs is divided into three parts:


1.) Found in a memory. Happy
childhood (1937-1941)


2.) Times of horror and
desecration. The events held in a memory.


3.) God looks after the orphans. My
Miraculous rescue.  


Her childhood was full of happy
moments in the family house; her father worked, her mum stayed at home. She had
two sisters, Donia and Ezia. They had a mutual parent-child relationship; lots
of warmth, understanding, and love were lavished on her and her sisters by
their parents. Her childhood was filled with friends, both Polish and Ukrainian
girls, that played games with her. She attended a Ukrainian school,
participated in school celebrations; she lived a normal, everyday life. 


 Through staying in the houses of
her friends on different occasions, the Author had an opportunity to observe
the conditions of each family’s life, such as the interaction between Polish,
Jewish, and Ukrainian neighbors. She was gifted with an amazing memory and as
such was able to recall the atmosphere of those days, describing in detail the
appearance of a household; and if that wasn’t enough, Krystyna Carmi writes
about something very rare, the smells she remembered from childhood. Walking
with her on the streets of pre-war Obertyn, we get to know the Jews, the Ukrainians,
and the Poles and the social and material conditions of their lives, as well as
their names and surnames. Krystyna Carmi paints a psychological portrait of
these people; she writes about how they dressed, what they ate, what their
attitude towards others was, and above all, towards God (the spiritual life of
Gawlinski family). She writes about things seemingly trivial, however when
looking back, they are incredibly significant. 


 Krystyna Carmi’s family house,
as it was mentioned above, was a place wrapped up in kindness; where parents
cared about their daughters’ good upbringing, where work was mixed with
father’s efforts to provide his family with a decent life; where both the
spiritual and material needs of the children were met. This normal, nice daily
life is brutally broken by the outbreak of the Second World War. In the second
part of this memoir we will read about what the war brought to the Obertyn
Jews, the neighborhood, as well as what it brought to the author and her family.


 The first days of war brought overall
fear and panic, the entrance of Red Army soldiers to Obertyn, the arrest of
Polish patriots, liquidation of Jewish shops, the gradual growth into a more
difficult reality of occupation, the Hungarian army in Obertyn, Jews murdered
by Ukrainians in the local towns, incredible photos of the members of the
Jewish community, drowning in Dniester by Ukrainians. Krystyna’s father, a
professional photographer; developed the photographs. He got the film from
Hungarian soldiers. This is a picture of those days in brief; it is reflected
in detail in the author’s memoir. However, the worst is still ahead of the
Jewish community in Obertyn and her family. First, the Germans, then the Kołomyja
ghetto. She was with her parents as well as her maternal and paternal
grandfathers. The life conditions in which Obertyn Jews had to live are
described in the poem Molasa – Ghetto Sweets; she shows in a
fictile, detailed way, psychophysical suffering caused by hunger.


 People die in the ghetto because
of hunger and physical exhaustion; their bodies were collected on a platform.
These deaths do not escape the attention of a sensitive and suffering girl, who
years later will write a poem with the title In Remembrance of Innocently Suffering
People of Different Ages and Sexes from Kołomyja Ghetto; a picture of
the platform will stay in her memory forever. The open mouth and eyes of
these human corpses have been hunting me all my life…


 Then a return from the ghetto
with parents, an escape with parents from Obertyn, her sisters’ death, which
she described in a very suggestive way in her poems: Black Kamionka Forest. Part
I Testimony and Black Kamionka Forest. Part II Curse). Her parents’ death,
hiding, hunger, thirst, fear for life, then indifference as time goes by because
life is hard. It would be easier to part with the world, but The Strange
Ways of Providence in My Life has chosen for me to live, to be. This is how
you could present in short, the content of Krystyna Carmi’s memoir. 


 Is it worth it to spend time
reading it? It’s not just worth it, but it’s necessary, so you can comprehend
what God can do in the life of a man, if only trust this God with all your heart.


 The memoir are interspersed with
the cover of Doctor Markus Willbach, a friend of the Sorger family to emphasize
the authenticity of Krystyna Carmi’s (maiden name: Sorger) memories as the
images, situations, and events witnessed by her as a little girl coincide with Doctor
Willbach’s account, an adult at that time. The memoir’s are written in
beautiful Polish, and here we can only congratulate the Author, that with such
a long time of separation (she has lived in Israel since 1958), didn’t blur the
beauty of the Polish speech in her memory. 


 


Regina Smoter Grzeszkiewicz











Part I


Found In a Memory
















 


 


Memory is a great treasure.


If it weren’t for the memory,
life would be


easy and in vain. Years would
fall apart


into minutes and man would live


a disillusioned life of a
butterfly, not knowing


neither the truth nor the wisdom.


Oblivion is dreamt about by
criminals


or mean-spirited people.


(Ilia Erenburg)


 


The inspiration to write this
first part, which shows my life when I was 5-7 years old, was an encouragement
from a friend of mine, an advocate, Doctor Rudolf Guntner, who said this:
“Write about  your life as much as you remember, don’t miss anything” Following
this advice, I listed the events from my early childhood. I thought it would be
appropriate to title these memories seen through the eyes of a child as “Found
in a Memory.”











Happy Childhood


 (Years 1937-1941)


 


 





My
life started so happy.
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There was dark furniture in my
parents’ room. Sonia (1 year old) is listening to the radio by the bed covered
with a green, plush throw.
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Wearing a beret on the side,
according to Mum’s wish.
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Sonia likes the kittens.
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She likes the dogs.
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She likes the flowers
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With a favorite doll.
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There is no snow because  mum
shoveled it, but we needed a photo showing off her new coat.
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Happy Sonia
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Sweat sleep.
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She’s growing up.
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Lok has always been my companion.
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.On the north side of the garden
were patches
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This part of the garden had
flowerbeds that were surrounded by a green fence and tall acacias.


 


[image: 15.jpg]


Mum’s writing in German, "Sonia
is already a mature, young lady, right?"











My House and the Neighbors


 


 During the occupation, I lived
in a pretty, one floor building; the same place my parents lived for 20 years.
Four other families lived in the building with us. The Gawlinski family owned
the building and was important to me. I stayed with them, and by chance, later
stayed with their relatives in the local villages near Obertyn. There was also
a family that were teachers, however I do not remember their names. My playtime
friend was Romek, who lived in the building with parents and an auntie, who
told me a lot about my origins. 


 We lived in a part of the house
where the kitchen had windows on the north side, my parents’ room on the east,
and our little room had a porch and windows on the south. Each year, the
furniture in the kitchen and all three rooms were painted white. I liked this
decoration time, because I could go into my dad’s “shed”, where I usually
wasn’t allowed to enter because he was developing his photos. During this time,
I could poke around and collect various treasures; such as rings, boxes, and
old photo films that I pretended were riffles by rolling them into long straws.
All kitchen furniture and walls were white. The kitchen dresser was covered
with lace, napkins, and net curtains that were embroidered by my mum; she spent
days and nights on that. My nanny’s bed was in the kitchen and was covered by
an embroidered throw. The furniture in my parents’ room was dark. I really
liked sliding down the black leather sofa. I would stay in front of a dressing
table, for ages because it had three mirrors. I kept moving the mirrors trying
to solve the mystery of how I turned into so many people. 


 Our little room was like a
fairy-tale, it was painted pink, including the heater. There were white, wooden
carved beds that belonged to my sisters. There were also bedside cabinets, a three-part
wardrobe, and a table with three little stools. The beds, a table, and stools
were covered by a lace throw with pink insides and fringes. I loved to get under
the table and passionately make plaits out of the fringe. To complete the look,
we had two big baskets with flowers; during Christmas, my friends had Christmas
trees, so I pretended the baskets were my “tree” and decorated them with
pictures cut out of my sisters’ school’s notebooks, biscuits, and various
sweets. I usually slept in my parents’ room, so my bed in this room was only
for the ornaments and my favorite embroidered cushions that my mum made. 


 I especially liked to sleep with
my dad, whom I called “a warmy”; he called me “a little icicle.” I liked when he
pretended to be a barking dog in the morning before work. I didn’t want him go
to work because I wanted more fun.


 Coming back to our room again,
behind a green curtain was my little room. There was doll furniture and a tin
cooking stove of which I almost burnt the house when I tried to cook dinner for
the dolls. There were also pictures of the saints, given to me by Cesia,
hanging on a string. I didn’t care what they showed, as long as they were
saints. I could be the same as my peers, meaning that I also could have a
Christmas tree and put my saint pictures up, despite the anger of one of mom's friend
(can’t remember her name). She couldn’t stand these saint pictures of mine and
every time she came, she told my mum, “Look what she is hanging up!”, and my
mum answered, “Leave it, let the child play.” When Cesia went to the church and
I couldn’t accompany her, I cried and asked Mum, “Why I am a Jew?” Mum answered.
“Too bad my child.” Even though I was interested in my Christian friends’
celebrations, I also very much liked the festivals at my house.


 I liked when eight colorful
candles were lit for Chanukah, when the dishes were changed for Passover, and
when during Passover Seder I was waiting in suspense for Anuvi (Prophet
Elisha), who “drank” wine from a specially prepared glass.[1] The wine in
the glass was shaking; at least that is what I was supposed to believe. This
was a story for kids so they could persevere during the reading of Haggadah. It
was very disappointing when I discovered a mystery that it was actually one of
my sisters secretly moving the wine glass under the table. I did believe mum
when she told me I had a guardian angel that stood by me. I was supposed to
listen to the one on my right and I was not supposed to listen to the one on my
left, he was bad. I went round and round, trying to see this angel, but mum
said that he only whispered and was invisible. I also knew that there was a
God, who “sends rain and commands the sun to heat up the earth, so the beans my
mum had planted in the soil would grow.” I was puzzled about the whole process
of bean seeds turning into long plants covering our porch. When I heard about a
God who made everything, I asked where He lived, and mum pointed to the sky and
said “there”.


 Let me come back to the
description of our house. There was a big garden on the north side; we had vegetables
and huge flowerbeds right next to the grass, there was a swing. Everything was
surrounded by hoarding and old, tall bushes and acacias. At the back of the
house, on the south side, we had two big spruces. There were bushes of lilac
and viburnum as well as two rows of currants. 


 Two of my friends lived in the neighborhood
– Luśka Harejczuk and Kornelka Jaworski. Since I can remember, I played
with them, but they were Ukrainians, so they always argued with Cesia Gawliński,
who was a Pole. They were with me because I was a Jew. Kornelka teased me the
most. 


 


 


 











My Games and Girl-Friends
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My playmates (from right: Donia – my
sister, Kornelka Jaworski, next Franuś  Jaworski; sitting down - Marusia,
the older one with white hair is sitting and the younger Jawaorski sister,
Mania Kowal in a white beret. From the left, at the top: Cesia Gawliński,
Romek (I don’t remember him), Lusia Harejczuk, a girl in a dark dress with a
white collar it’s me – Sonia.


 


 Lusia Harejczuk was the
youngest girl in this rich Ukrainian family. They had a beautiful farm, fields,
house, but only two daughters and one son. I remember her older sister Genia as
being a stout, blond girl with a horseshoe shaped scar on her leg, she was
bitten by a dog that had a scarred side from being burnt in a fire. I liked to
play with Lusia, when everyone went out to the fields; we stayed in her flat
and played “mums”. Lusia was a mum and I was her child, then we swapped roles.
I also remember that in their clean and tidy house there would always be a
smell of sour milk and freshly whitened walls. 


Lusia had also a brother, who was
a rascal and till this day I can see this scene, when during an argument, he
poured a pot with cowpat on a freshly whitened wall, and then he was chasing
his mother in the garden with a fork.  I also have some unpleasant memories
from playtime at Harejczuks, when giggly Lusia asked me to stroke one of the
horses. When I refused, Lusia shouted „but I’m not afraid, look”, she went to
the horse, stroked him on his head, and the horse who was eating at that time,
bit her hand tearing off the skin, the hand looked like a blown-up balloon. I
was terrified and can’t remember what happened later. I liked to run around
with Lusia on the well-trodden paths by the barn and climb up the hoarding
where we could see the rounded horizon. We thought that behind the hill must
have been Canada, where Lusia’s uncle lived, who sent her nice photos, even
nicer than the ones taken by my father. We didn’t have a special relationship
with the Harejczuk family. Our mums respected each other as neighbours and they
never called me “a stinking Jew.” They didn’t know me during the occupation and
I didn’t know them. Perhaps Lusia and I were on good terms because she was rich
and wasn’t jealous of me like Kornelka. 


 Kornelka Jaworski was my
close neighbor, the oldest of five children, and older than me by about 2-3
years. Their house, in contrast to Lusia’s house, was very dirty. The beams
were black and grimy and there was a quern in the hall. There was only one
room; it had a filthy chimney; pictures were hanging on three walls and painted
patterned plates were on the fourth one. There were only two windows; they were
stuck and couldn’t be opened. I remember this image. Kornela’s siblings were
Marusia, with a runny nose and white hair, like linen; Franuś with crooked
legs and a bloated belly; and there were two little ones. Kornela had to look
after them as well as take the cows to the pastures and peel the potatoes. Her
mother was a stout woman with an envious look. She was dominating over her old
mother in law, or her mother (I don’t know which). She never smiled at her
children and she was always bad. The father was a tall, skinny man who cursed
strongly, spat 3 meters in distance, and every day hit his dog, so that the dog
would become more evil. Despite mum’s ban, I was constantly there, even though
they called me a “stinking Jew” and kept my toys. They had to be collected
later by mum, and Kornela was hit for that. I brought biscuits and sweets there
and we played again by the barn or in the garden. At Kornela's, there were
storks on the roof of the barn in the summer, and in general, everything was
interesting to me there, even though I usually came back home crying.


 I remember a moment when I stood
in front of a gate, eating a roll, when Kornela, who was coming back from the
fields, jumped on me screaming, “Give it to me!” I hid my hand behind my back
and said, “Ask me!”, then Kornelka tried to snatch it, but when she saw my mum
coming, she hit me with a narrow willow stick, gashing my chicken pox scars,
which poured out all over my arm. My mum chased Kornelka like mad (I’d never
seen her like that), but without any success because Kornelka jumped over the
fence like a cat and ran into her house within a minute. Since then, my mum
forbade me to play with her. From then on, I kept looking from our windows at
“their” storks and in general, at everything that happened over there. Kornela
hit me for crucifying “Chrest”. When I asked mum why I crucified “Chrest”, mum
said, “You didn’t crucify anyone.”


 Cesia Gawliński. My
parents lived in the Gawliński house for over 20 years, so the five
children of our landlords grew up together with us almost in one flat. I was
told that when I was little, I used to call the Gawliński mum and dad as
well as my parents by their names; the Gawliński children did the same. The
oldest son, Kazio, turned his head towards his arm, stuck his tongue out, and
dribbled a bit, however he kept beautifully describing Kraków to us, and
also Wisła. He painted pretty pictures of Obertyn and of everything he had
seen. He sneakily painted whilst looking after cows, so that his mum wouldn’t
see; she claimed that Kazio wasted precious time. Tomcio was father’s favorite
and had a navy blue gymnasium uniform from Kołomyja. Stasio, who was a
scout, shouted at Romek not to destroy the birds as it was a “zin”, and he called
me “stinking Jew” and sang “when Lejbuś was born, he farted all over
Kraków.” Cesia was mother’s favorite, so she always ate bread with sour
cream and sugar. In general, Cesia and I were inseparable friends, even though
she sometimes called me a Jew; the next day she would come over as if nothing
happened and then I would, of course forget everything so I could be with
Cesia.  


 Even now, when I think about
this family, I always have an image that I would call a sign from Heaven. Every
morning, when I’d come over to play with Cesia, I stood quietly by the door and
waited for Cesia and her family to get up from their knees because they were
praying in front of the pictures hanging on the wall. Cesia’s mum, always
worried and busy, was a typical Catholic mum running a household and raising
her own children. I remember when she told off Kazio, as he reached for a
paintbrush whenever he could, even when he was supposed to be doing his chores.
She was the heart of the family and “my mum”; anyway, Cesia called my mum the
same. Ludwik Gawliński, Cesia’s dad was a very religious man, we called it
“godly”, and today I would say that he was a practicing Catholic in the full
meaning of the description. Whenever someone asked about Gawliński in
Obertyn, the answer was, “Yeah, this Jesus.” This is how Ludwik Gawliński
was known. Watching them pray, I didn’t understand the words, but I learnt how
to do the sign of the cross myself. I really wanted to see it in my family and
asked my mum why we didn’t pray like the Gawliński’s. She answered that
she also prayed while lighting the candles and she usually prayed when I didn’t
see. 


 I started to observe her and
remember that once on Friday night, she lit the candles and covered her face
with her hands. I went under the table (I think, I was very little then) and
saw her lips moving; she noticed me looking at her and smiled at me and I said
to her “When one talks to God, one should not smile,” Cesia told me that. I
started to copy Cesia; I really liked bread with pork, “non-kosher” lard. Cesia
gave me a magazine with pictures of Saints that I cut out and hung on the wall
at our house. I also tried to decorate a Christmas tree using my mum’s flowers
basket, but there was one thing I couldn’t do. I was so jealous of Cesia when
she was dressed in a white dress with a blue belt, a myrtle coronet on her head
and she carried a basket with petals. Unfortunately, I couldn’t accompany her;
perhaps that’s why I started to have a desire to come into church and to be
like Cesia. I promised myself then, as a 6 years old girl, “I will come back
here.” From that point on, every time I passed by the church with my parents
and wasn’t able to do the sign of the cross myself , I would do it with my
eyes, rolling them up, down, left, right. 


  I fulfilled my promise after
the war, I was baptized and walked from Kołomyja to Obertyn (25 km), and I
came back to the church in Obertyn. The church had a huge breach in the ceiling
as it was hit by a bomb that also fell on the parish, destroying it. After
Catholic mass, there was also an Orthodox priest waiting to conduct a prayer in
the church, because the Orthodox Church was destroyed during bombing in
Obertyn. I have these two images in my memory forever - praying and kneeling
down with the Gawliński family and Cesia with a basket, standing by the
gate of our communal of her family to pass on their way to church.











What I Remember The Most from My Playtime and Hobby’s 


(1937-1941)


 


 I preferred to play with Lusia
Harejczuk; she was always available to play. I brought dolls and utensils and
we played in the kitchen or by the river. Lusia was usually a mum and I was a
child or we were parents and the dolls were our children. Often, if Genia was
absent, we went quietly into her room, after making sure that the door in the
hall was shut; then we tried on Genia’s dresses and necklaces. Burnt Burek
would give us a sign in case something happen, and then everything would
disappear in the wardrobe, although it wouldn’t be put back nicely. Because of
that, Lusia would get a nudge from Genia, the secret was revealed, although I
was never betrayed. I played mostly at the Gawlinski house. We played in the
barn, by the pond, or under huge lilac bushes, where we made a little room
using the branches. We swept it every day with a branch broom, sometimes I
brought a broom from my house, or Romek stole it from his auntie. We padded our
room with burdock leaves. Romek and Franek played “strulki in the room”; Cesia
and I mashed bricks and chalk to make “sugar and cocoa”; we also made burdock
leaf compote, and lilac leaf dumplings. This menu never changed. Once, I wanted
to make plum compote. We picked green plums that were not ripe, but then I
remembered that apparently there’s” a devil” in green fruit. I absolutely
wanted to see how he looked. I was not scared of the devil yet; but I did
become afraid of him in the winter when I saw him in a group of carolers with a
nativity visiting the Gawliński. I wanted to give grandpa a coin and the
devil smacked my fingers so strong that I cried, I don’t remember whether I
cried out of fear or pain; but that happened later. Therefore, when I picked
all these plums, I badly wanted to see this devil. So, I went into the kitchen
and quietly took a knife. My sister saw me in the door, but I escaped. I stood
in front of the basement and started to slice the plums. They were hard which
made me even more interested. At some point, although I’m not sure when, I hurt
my hand. I wrapped it in my white apron, and threw out all the plums, convinced
that this devil had punished me. It took a long time to stop bleeding. Finally,
I rolled up my damaged apron and went home. I stacked plantain leafs on my hand
and went into the kitchen to hid the knife. Next, I put my apron in the room
where my old pushchair stood, where there were different bits and baby clothes
because I was convinced that nobody would find it. I sat in the kitchen on the
bench and looked serious so they wouldn’t notice anything. I must have covered
the pushchair badly because the door opened up and I was petrified and Donia
came in, carrying ostentatiously my now white and red apron.


 A similar thing happened another
time, when I disobediently and without permission, went out barefoot to the
farmyard. I pierced my foot with a piece of glass and then following my
friends’ advice and went to the river to wash it. I don’t know how I got shoes,
but as I was walking to the river, my shoe became red because of the bleeding
foot and the whole story ended up just like the thing with the plums and the devil.
Once, whilst playing “army”, I fell over into the nettles and then, feeling
that it wasn’t my fault this time, I ran to mum, who applied an egg white. I
had to spend a few hours at home. 


 I also played at Kowals (means
“Smiths”); one of the grandpas in the family was a Smith. Mania’s father
(Mania was my friend) taught my sister to play violin. He later passed away. I
remember well how he laid down on the catafalque as my father was taking
photos. While playing games at Kowals, I came up with an idea to make a show. We
gathered on Sunday, when my friends had more time to prepare the show titled, “Under
the Green Sycamore.” I brought most of the props needed for the show and was
happy to see that my friends liked them, I felt treated like one of them, not
like a Jew. After preparing costumes and props, I got thrown out of the barn
and was very unhappy. I came home crying and then my mum, who always helped me
with my problems, suggested making a show in my parents’ room. I invited
Kornela, Marusia, and Franek. We put out chairs and made a curtain; everybody
came over. Kornela recited a poem and Franek sang. I wasn’t going to school at
that time, but my mum and sisters taught me children’s songs and rhymes. I
didn’t want to bore my audience so I decided to say something that I hadn’t
prepared; that was my own idea. I stood in front of the curtains on a chair,
curtsied and very seriously said, “The angel can, the angel can.”; I made my
audience laugh. Mum pretended she didn’t but my sisters laughed out loud. I was
really embarrassed by that and ran out the show angry and messed my sisters’
beds (they made their beds very nicely). Mum stroked me and at the end of the
show took photo of us. In that photo, I was a bride, my sisters were bridesmaids,
and Franek was a musician. Each day he hit an old saucepan with a stick,
singing various melodies, more or less in the rhythm of a waltz.











My Siblings and Family


 


My Mum
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She loved flowers, especially
sunflowers.


 


 My mum. I don’t remember her ever being
angry. Her face has stayed in my memory as happy, merciful, and worried. I have
never seen her lose her temper. Only sometimes, when it came to my dad’s
family, did her face look proud or bitter, but never hateful. My father’s
parents were religious and even though my mum kept kosher food, she loved her “secular”
life; she liked to dress nicely and didn’t wear a wig like her sister-in-law
who lived next to my grandparents (father’s parents). Mum frizzed her hair and
hosted Ukrainian friends of my grown up sisters. I suspected that was the
reason why her mum-in-law was not happy. 
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Mum in the kitchen with her
daughters.
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Mum at the market in Obertyn.
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There will be cherry liquor but
first a photo....
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Mum is preparing plumage for the
pillows and delicious lard for the winter.
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The many faces of Mum in the mirror.
This dresser with mirrors was a great mystery to me, how can you turn into a
few people.
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Wearing the costume of an actress
from the Obertyn theatre.
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Childish happiness.
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Cherries – Mum’s idea for the photo.
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Mum with her daughters listening to
the radio and I, as usual, scared of the magnesia explosion.
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I decorated a Christmas tree at this
flower basket.
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In our fairy-tale room, Mum’s little
cushions, I remember all the colors.
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Mum’s monogram OS = Olga Sorger.


 


 I can’t remember Mum as well as
my own “story”; my memories of Mum are fragmented. I remember her playing on
the stage, selling in the shop, cross-stitching her work, making preserves,
jams, and goose lard for winter: she put all of them in stone dishes, which
were kept in a cold room during winter. Mum also beautifully retouched photos
(there was no color photos at that time); she used a little paper-thin
paintbrush and suitable paints to paint colorful folk clothes, necklaces, and
coronets over the photos. So far, in writing about my early childhood, I talked
about her part in my play, problems, and happiness; now, I am going to tell you
about Mum’s role during the time just before I went to school.


 Every year, Mum would organize a
formal birthday for me. My friends were invited, there were games, and at the
end of the party, a photo was taken. To improve the lighting, my dad used a
magnesia (flash powder) flash; just before the final click, the magnesia
exploded with a loud bang creating a huge light, which was needed for the
photograph (there was no flash at that time). I was terrified of this explosion
and you could always see my scared face in the pictures. My mum spent the whole
night before my birthday baking treats; and in the morning, she would wake me
up and bring over small croissants and “kisses” – white, frothy biscuits.
Afterwards, she’d curl my hair. Later on I went to a dressmaker to pick up a
new dress – a gift from Mum – and to our shop to get new shoes – a gift from Dad.



 In the year I was supposed to
start school, I got the whole kit - For winter, I got a fur coat, a hat and
gloves that Mum embroidered with a monogram. They also gave me white boots,
with red leather detail, that reached up to my knees; our shoemaker - artist,
Antoni Stangret, made them. Even though we owned a shoe shop with leather and
shoe accessories, shoes for me and my sisters were ordered at Tonko (Antoni), as
they were special. I also got a white beret that always caused me problems,
because I had to wear it to the side of my head, but I wanted to wear it
straight.


 I had long plaits; my mum took
care of my hair and combed it every day. She used cologne kept in a large
carafe to sprinkle on my hair while combing. I was very impatient with this, so
while she combed my hair, I learnt how to embroider and hemstitch. When my mum
was combing my hair, she told me fairy tales, which I can still remember to
this day. Once I told my mum that my friends and Kornela called me stinking
Jew, so Mum bribed them with sweets to come over, then she unplaited my hair
and asked them to do the same to prove I didn’t “stink”. Since then, I had some
peace. 


 One other memory of my worrying
mum is from the period when I started school. I think this was probably
arranged with my teacher. At the end of every school day, we left the classroom
in pairs. The person on duty had to check under my table to see whether I’d
left my breakfast there or whether I’d thrown it out to the oven. I found
another way to sort this out; Kornela came to see me during break time and I
gave her my portion. When my mum asked me about breakfast, I answered boldly
that I had eaten everything. Before leaving for school I had to drink a glass
of milk and for this, I was given a rouble. I finally collected 300 czerwoniec
(old Russian money), which I used to buy a talking doll, which could say “mama”
and close its eyes. I also took money from my piggybank for the cinema. I
really liked going to the cinema. I remember the film “Krasawica Priekrasnaja,”
I remember a circus that came to Obertyn, when my mum was looking at the acrobat
walking the line, she shouted, “Aw, enough!” because she was scared that she
would fall off the line. We knew her, because she visited us bringing over a
small, fluffy dog called “Puszek”; I dreamt about having this dog.


 As I have mentioned above, I ate
little when I went to school and I started to get ill. In the first grade, I
was sick 7 times. I really remember my dear mother, who for the whole night sat
by me, when I woke up, I saw how exhausted she was sitting by my bed. Once when
I got meningitis, my sister was giving me ice and my only word, which I
apparently repeated all the time was “drink”. Therefore, when I got better and
asked for a drink because I was thirsty, my mum had tears in her eyes and said,
“Ah, it’s your ‘drink’.


 I remember how my mum would like
to embroider napkins and cushions in the evenings. I think she had about 30
embroidered, cut out, and painted crocheted and knitted little cushions. Her
work was all over the house. She also liked dishes; so in the kitchen, there
were red (meat) dishes hanging on one wall and blue (milk) dishes on the other
wall. Mum kept her many treasures in the kitchen dresser – crystal and
porcelain sets as well as silver and ordinary cutlery and table clothes.


 I remember once she took photos
of each sides of the kitchen in a way that when the photos were put together
horizontally, they showed an image of the whole kitchen. This was a picture of
perfect housekeeping. She liked to sing when she was embroidering. She had a
beautiful voice and sang in Polish, Ukrainian, German, and Czech. One of the
Czech songs contained some sad words about orphans, whose father died in the
war: bad times came along and the other song was Polish called “Last Sunday”.
These songs really moved me, but because I was embarrassed to admit it, I
pretended to cry because of a headache. After I calmed down, I asked Mum, how
those children would cope without a dad who didn’t come back from the war. Mum
answered, “God will look after the orphans.”


 I also remember that when my
sisters were growing up, when they were attending the gymnasium (high school), Mum
organized evening parties, which were attended by their male friends –
Józio came to see Donia and Romaniuk to see Ezia. Because they were very
pleasant, I let them give me a piggyback ride as well as teach me to dance
tango to the music, “A Pale Flame Trembled in a Candle Holder” and to the
foxtrot music, “Take Your Maid Arm in Arm”. Mum was very proud of her
daughters.


 On Saturday afternoon and on
Sunday, we visited Grandma (Mum’s mother), who lived on the other side of the
town. Mum walked there together with her sisters, all three dressed in the same.
I walked with dad; I was very attached to him. He answered all my questions,
which was sometimes funny because he spoke bad Polish so I sometimes asked him
the same thing twice just to hear his “funny” answers. Grandma waited for us on
a bench in front of the house. I often stayed at Grandma’s on Sunday when Karola
had a free day and my parents performed in a theatre.
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From the left at the top , Hersz,
Jakub, Grandma’s sons and Eliaz Sorger, sitting down – Olga with little Sonia, Grandma
Pesia and next to them Ezia (on the left) and Donia (on the right).
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From an early age with Grandma
Pesia.
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Sonia on Grandma’s lap, my sisters
are standing next to us (Ezia on left, Donia on right).
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I loved my Grandma very much; she
died of hunger in Kołomyja Ghetto.
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Donia is saluting to the Polish
soldier, Jakub Schleimer, before her went to Palestine.
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Uncle Jakub Schleimer, Mum, and
Donia.


 


[image: 35.jpg]


My mum with her mum, Pesia
Schleimer.
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Grandma’s family – from the left
Hersz, Olga and Jakub, her children. Sitting down – Grandma Pesia and  her
husband, Grandpa Schleimer.

















 


 I remember that once she gave me
cherries from liqueur. I ate so much that I got drunk. For some time, I was “riding”
around the room by straddling my bench, later I probably fell asleep. I only
remember that my parents came in late and woke me up. Someone laughed out loud
and I got home on Dad’s back. Sometimes in the afternoon during holidays, we
went to the gardener or out of the town; we took many photos of ourselves. I
was scared of these trips because “stupid” Kaśka sat in the same spot near
the gardener, she was short, although not young, and she usually sang and made
horrible faces that scared me. I don’t know why, but I associated Kaśka
with a frog. Mr. Kiszka, the gardener, offered us delicious fruit and
vegetables, and we always got flowers from him. There were many hidden places
in that garden; like summerhouses in the flowers, etc. I really liked to leave
the others for a while and go into the summerhouse. I imagined that Snow White
could have slept there; or I tried to remember something from a fairy tale. In
that moment, I turned into one of the characters, but when I realized that my
parents were far away, then straight away a dragon or a witch came and I felt
horrible. I would run away and shout so they would wait for me. Sometimes I
cried with fear, but then again, I liked to dream. I also liked to look for
treasures in the plants that covered the fence; sometimes I dreamt about
finding a magic ring or a fern flower.


 I need to come back again to our
Saturday and Sunday walks. In the market of the town, my two aunties had a
confectionary. We often went there, especially in the winter. My sisters
probably stayed in Stanisławów because I can’t remember them being
there with us. It was usually just my parents and me. Father bought me and Mum
treats and we went for half an hour to play “Remi”. I listened to Mum’s
conversation with my aunties, who admired her beauty. I said, “Look how
beautiful a mum I’ve got!” Nevertheless, when I got bored with their talk, I ran
away to father, sat on his lap and interrupted his play so he had to finish. He
would buy me a “chocolate bomb” for the walk back home. 


 For some time, ever since an
illness when I had a strong fever, Mum brought me a hot water-bottle with warm
water so I could get into a warmed up bed. When there was no warm bottle, I
went to Dad’s bed; he warmed up my feet by holding them in his hands, then he
told me to lay down “politely” and tried to make me sleep by pretending that a
cat was purring. I really liked Dad, whom I called “warmy”. He showed me
affection during the day. He worked in his shop or photographing; however, in
the evening and in his free time, he really spoiled me. I also liked to listen
when he was humming the melody of a Viennese Waltz or when he played mandolin
in his free time (these memories of my parents are from various periods of my
early childhood, when I was 4-7 years old).

















 


My Father
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I remember my father in a
fragmented way from my early childhood. However, I always remember him worrying
about us. He worked in the shop or took and developed photos. I remember when
stuff was delivered to the house instead of the shop; it was just before 1939.
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Dad is holding Sonia.


 


[image: 40.jpg]


A happy family.
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Dad with me by his shop window.


 
















 


 


 On Friday evenings, we ate fish
with challah bread that Dad brought home. When he sat down by the table (which
was very often) and forgot his yarmulke, I had to remind him about it. I gave Mum
a towel that was used to cover her head when she blessed the candles; she would
whisper some words. I noticed a few times that she laughed during this
ceremony. Father told her off for that and then I usually heard “kind kind, child,
child,” to remind her that a child was observing.


 I went with father to the synagogue
for Passover and Yom Kippur. As a small girl, I was allowed to stay in a part
of synagogue where men prayed. When some of them prayed too laud, somebody
shouted, “Ssh, ssh”; the murmur of prayer made me calm. One day (I think for
Yom Kippur), I came over to Aron Kodesh (where Torah was kept), because the
rabbi prayed close by; I wanted to see his face. He didn’t shout loud like all
others who prayed, but stood in silence, bent and covered with a prayer shawl
so I couldn’t see his face. He also had no shoes, just white socks. There was
something mysterious in this, and it’s strange that as a child, I sensed
something solemn - it was a similar feeling to the one I felt while looking at
the Gawliński family praying at Cesia’s house. 


 I remember another festival at
the synagogue; they danced with the Torah, carrying it around to be kissed.
Father held me and I reverently kissed the “book in a dress” (as I called it).
Once, I ran upstairs, away from father where the women prayed separately. It
was boring in the synagogue with Mum. So as usual, I did something cheeky. My
father looked for me and got worried if I got lost, but I was upstairs with Mum.
I just simply went away, without telling him anything. He called me a
“curesmacher” (cures – a problem or worry and macher is someone who makes
something, and I made trouble). Because my parents loved me very much as I was
the youngest, I was very spoiled. It made my life difficult later, although my
hard life did cure me from this “illness”.


 I also remember father taking on
another role. When they closed down the shop and he was left with only his
photography work, my parents started to invest in farming. All of a sudden, they
worked in the garden more often and harder. My father bought a cow. The cow,
which was looked after by a shepherd, lived at the owner’s stable. Later on,
father changed his mind and it became the biggest attraction. Our “Łasa”
took up residence in a local farm, in the stable of my previous “nanny,” whose
name was Frania. When the cow lived at the owners, it couldn’t eat the daily
treats prepared by my mum; vegetable peels, slop, pieces of bread, etc.


 Now that Łasa “lived”
nearby, every day on her way to the pastures, she stopped in front of our house
where she “asked” us for treats by mooing. In the evenings and mornings, Dad
went over there with a metal bucket and milked Łasa. There was even a time
when he took her to the pastures. He also took a fishing rope, a basket, and
me, if I was good. The little cow walked in front of us up to the river.
Czerniawa River wasn’t deep, so sometimes I convinced father to let me splash
in the water. Łasa was would eat grass by the shore.


 Father would fish and I would
make flower coronets or catch fish straight into a little pot. Once, I even
caught two little fish. I decided to bring them home to kill them myself, and
then fry them on my own stove, in my own dish. I wanted to do the same as Mum.
The size of the fish was suitable to my little kitchen. However, when I wanted
to play my father’s role, who did this every Friday,  I took a wooden hammer,
came  to the tray and became so sad and felt sorry for these little, trembling
fish, that I threw them out mercifully on the grass in the garden “Let them lay
down here and live.” Poor fish!


 Thinking about Łasa, I also
remember another detail. We had a white and black female cat, Mura, at home.
When father came home with milk, Mura, hearing the sound of an opening can,
appeared out of nowhere and meowed to get her portion. I had a big problem when
Mura had little kittens. I didn’t let anyone give them away, so all four of
them grew up at home. I fed them myself, putting their inept noses into the
bowl of milk. The kittens were slowly getting bigger. When dad made noise with
the metal can, the entire meowing herd ran into the kitchen. They had their
“bedroom” in the corner of the room, next to the wardrobe. They slept in a
shoebox covered with hay and “a sheet”. Disobedient kittens made me mad. After
I went to bed, I had to get up a few times because my “kids” didn’t want to
stay in bed and they would run out the box. I put them back and spanked them,
but they were spiteful and even though they lay down with fear, they took off “the
sheet” with their claws, so hay stuck out and pricked them. Therefore, I had to
get out of the bed to make the sheet. The kittens were scattered around the
room, under beds and wardrobes; it took me some time to gather them and put
them back to bed. Then, they were spanked, they took the sheet off again and
the game started all over. Many times, I sat next to them in my nightdress,
watching my disobedient “kids”. Sometimes it worked because when I stroked
them, they started to purr and they fell asleep. They slept as long as I sat
next to them; the minute I went to bed, they got out again, making me mad.
Because of these kittens, I had problems with my sisters because now we had no
Karola and Marynia, so my sisters had to clean the room themselves. Hence, it
was decided (they came up with this idea) that the kittens were big enough and
had to go live with other people. I cried a lot and messed up my sisters’ beds,
which were nicely made, out of anger. 


 One time, when father made a
sound with the metal milk can, Mruczek didn’t react as usual and just sat down
in a box, sad and lifeless. It was in the evening. In the morning, he also
didn’t react to the metal can sound. I alarmed everyone that Mruczek might be
sick because he didn’t even purr while being stroked. Father confirmed my
speculation when he came home from Łasa and said that all the cats in the neighborhood
died because they must have eaten a poisoned rat. Our Mruczek started getting
sick. He meowed horribly, ate nothing, and threw up. I was very happy when my
parents decided to save his life. Despite Mruczek’s defense, he had castor oil
poured down his throat. He was placed on a cushion in the sun and was nursed. My
parents had scratched up hands and I was tiptoeing, so he wouldn’t wake up. After
a week, when I stroked Mruczek (I wasn’t allowed to touch him when he was ill),
he started to purr and everyone was rejoicing. In the evening, when a milk can
was brought home, the cat heard the sound, and ran to the kitchen and wanted
his portion! Mruczek was saved! Right away, everybody was happier at home!


 At that time, I also experienced
two other interesting things. Some kids found a hedgehog while they were
playing. They thought it was dead, so we decided to arrange a funeral for it.
Franek made a cross with two sticks, Romek dug a “grave”, the girls put burdock
leaves at the bottom, I made some garlands, and Cesia picked rowan fruit. After
the “ceremony”, which was led by Leszek (a boy who liked to play “priest”), we
buried the hedgehog in the ground. We put the cross on top of the grave and covered
the whole thing with daisy coronets and red rowan fruit. The hedgehog grave was
in the garden right by our windows. When the children went home, I was looking
after the grave and Stas Gawliński came in burning with “holy wrath”. He
got angry at mocking the cross because we put it on a dead animal. I defended
myself as much as I could and eventually, I ran to Mum asking for help. Mum
couldn’t understand well what I was talking about (she only knew that something
had happened in the garden, by the windows), so she went into the room and
showed me a hedgehog lying down in the bowl with butter, which had been
standing on a chair by the window. She punished me and I had to stay in the
room for half an hour. When angry Mum brought me an omelet and commanded me to
empty the plate within 10 minutes (and I really disliked omelets), I shouted, “No!”
and punched the window; the glass scattered on the floor with a loud noise.
Father was called; he looked at me and gave me two strong slaps (first time in
my life and the last time). I did not eat my dinner because I was offended. My
parents didn’t let on that they were saddened by my fast; had I known that, I
would have stopped my hunger strike – I loved my parents and wouldn’t like to
make them sad. I was such a rascal!


 I also remembered one more deed
that I feel sorry for to this day. I got nuts from Grandma (father’s mother)
and I ate all of them but one that I left on the plate, sitting on the table, I
thought that it was too pretty to eat. While I was gone, the nut disappeared. I
started to cry and caused a great deal of confusion. Then my mum came in and
said, “I ate the nut.” I wasn’t comforted at all and kept screaming. She came
to me and said, “I buy you dresses, organize birthdays, and do your hair, yet you
cry because of a small nut?” I felt strange, but my stubbornness stopped me
from apologizing to her. I would do a lot to make it up to her, but I
understood it too late.


 On Mondays, Mum took me
shopping. She dressed herself and me up nicely. I liked these trips to the town
very much. The distance between our house and the town was 1.5 kilometers. All
sorts of people came to the fair in Obertyn – colorfully dressed Huculi,
peasants from local villages, as well as poor and begging disabled people. I
remember that on our way back from the town; a few times Mum would help wretched
and ragged women. It usually happened in the autumn or winter and in the spring
when it was still cold. She took them home and they stayed in the kitchen. They
were fed and given shoes and warm clothes. They left happy, kissing my mum’s
hand and blessing me and the whole house saying, “Let the good God look after
this child and your whole household.” This blessing is probably coming true,
because in the most important moments of my life, despite all the bad things, I
have always had somebody friendly as well as God’s Care. During the fair, if it
was hot, we went to confectionary, where I got a drink called acid. I remember
that it tasted like dry pear compote. I also remember that the owner of this
confectionary, before the war or already in 1940, was poisoned with carbon
monoxide and died. 


 I haven’t yet mentioned Father’s
family. Father had two brothers. Josef, who owned the prettiest, brick,
tenement house in Obertyn. Josef had a daughter, Tula and two sons, Milek, and
I can’t remember the other one’s name. There were some misunderstandings with
Auntie Sara, Josef’s wife. Auntie Sara dressed like a peasant; she worked a lot
in the fields and was a hard housekeeper with simple manners, whilst my mum was
an elegant lady. We lived in the same house, where flats were separated by
closed doors. You could easily hear what was happening in the next flat. And
something happened that broke a family relationship between two Sorger families
forever. Before I was born, there was another sister, Ruth. 


 Ruth died or actually, she
suffocated (diphtheria) in my mum’s hands. My mum was holding a dead child and
ran around the room like mad, crying terribly. Auntie heard it (it was probably
right after another argument between the two families) and she was banging on a
brass tray shouting, “She died!” Despaired, Mum said a horrible curse, “Mine
was one year old, and yours will be eighteen.” Oh, how terribly it was when it came
true in 1943. On her daughter Tula’s 18th birthday, Gestapo took her
out from her hiding place in Kołomyja. Auntie Sara found our hiding place,
ran to Mum asking her for forgiveness for that incident. The only thing they
could do was to weep over Tula’s fate. I remember Tula as a girl – a minor with
a round face, a fringe on her forehead, and a short haircut. I saw her dressed
in a school uniform once (a white shirt with navy blue, so-called ‘sailor
collar’). Auntie brought this uniform to our hiding place and when I wanted to
see it out of curiosity, my Mum said, “Soniuś, don’t touch it”, and then she
cried. I didn’t know anything about Tula’s fate (I talk about the time before
Holocaust). 


 As I already mentioned, we didn’t
know one of the Sorgers. However, sometimes I sneaked out to the uncle, who
never asked about anything, as he was a growler. Auntie asked me for details
and I answered (according to what I thought Mum would want me to do), that I
knew nothing.


 I liked Milek the best. I don’t
remember when it happened, but he went with me on some trips (he was so tall
that I only reached to his waist). We went for walks to the ravines by
Horodenska Street. We went far out of the town, where there were calcic rocks
and deep ravines. I was really scared there. Milek sometimes went away to pick
some black, fragrant blackberries for me. Thinking that he ran away, I cried
and called to him; he ran back then and gave me a piggyback. 


 My father also had another
brother. He lived in Grandparents’ house (Dad’s parents). I can’t remember his name;
I only know that he was very tall, had a deformed lip, and every time I came
over and he pinched my cheek hard. His wife, Auntie Sosja, wore a wig, kissed
me affectionately, and her eyes were always tearful. She gave me delicious
honey cake with nuts. I had enough treats at home, but nothing was like Auntie’s
ginger cake! However, when I brought it home, Mum criticized it, saying that it
lacked this and that. Auntie also had two sons, but I can’t remember their
names. One was short, spoke Polish poorly (barely knew it), prayed, and had side
locks.


 Another son, a tall lad, wore
his hat aside, helped my dad in the shop, and impressed me with his ability to
jump gracefully over the counter (of course, when nobody was in the shop).
Uncle’s third “pride” was Ezia; she was older than I was and really tall for
her age. She had a pleasant face, thin braids, and a dimple in her left cheek,
which she did herself; apparently, she pierced it with a pencil. The scar
healed in a way that this dimple actually looked pretty. Ezia liked to plait
and unplait her braids. In general, when I visited them, they treated me like a
strange, interesting guest, not like a family member. All of them admired me.
They didn’t ask me anything like at Uncle Josef (where I rarely spent time).
Mum never visited them; so I went to their house with Father or by myself.
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Dad’s parents – sitting down, Grandma
Etia and Grandpa Mozes Sorger, standing from the left – my sister Ezia, Dad’s
sister Malka Sorger, my Mum, Olga, and Donia.


 


 Granddad Mozes and Grandma Etia also
lived in this house; they were my father’s parents. They couldn’t really speak
Polish, but tried. They spoke Ukrainian a bit better. Grandpa let me stroke his
long beard. He invited me to his room, where you could find a fireproof safe, a
table covered with green cloth and the most interesting thing for me – a
grandfather clock; my grandpa pulled a string so the clock would “ring”
especially for me. Grandma Etia gave me hazelnuts. Even now, the sight of
hazelnuts brings back memories of my grandma’s nuts. She always kept them in
her apron pocket, ready to give them to me. Grandma Etia was very tall. Once, she
came to our house in the summer, when the kitchen was being decorated. Karola hung
a lamp with a lampshade made out of blue and white tissue paper. I liked this
lampshade very much. I wanted to make Grandma look at this “beauty” and at the
same time see how tall she was, so I suggested to her, “Grandma, stand under
the lamp.” Grandma got angry, said something to Mum and left. Grandma didn’t
like her height, perhaps because Granddad was short. My suggestion must have touched
a sensitive spot and ever since, Grandma stopped visiting us. Later, I found
out that she passed away. My mum went to the funeral and I was left with my
other Grandma, Pesia (Mum’s mother). That day was especially stormy and I was
angry at Grandma because she gave me a “gołabek” to eat, but not the one
with cabbage, a real one that was strangled by Uncle Hersz (“gołabek” in
Polish means both a stuffed cabbage dish and a pigeon). I was appalled! Then I
sneaked to grandma’s small cupboard and drank her syrup krezolan. Grandma
coughed a lot and that’s why she drank the syrup. Grandma also had a broken
leg, which she didn’t want anyone to set and as long as I can remember, she
walked with a stick wearing a grey long dress. She wore an embroidered apron
when she shelled beans in the hall; she never went any further. There were four
brass and two silver candlesticks that had small balls that  I liked to play
with. I really liked this grandma because she told me stories in Ukrainian. There
was a mysterious door behind the hall that led to a new house; it was actually
a room in progress. It didn’t get finished; I mean, until ghetto time. There was
a kitchen dresser in that room. There was a jewel case with little bead and
shells on its lid in that dresser. Once, Uncle Hersz, being sincere with me
showed me the contents of the case. There were necklaces, rings, and other
treasures that became the objects of my dreams.


Behind the unfinished
room there was a small hall leading to the yard. Sunflowers grew there and
there was a coop for pigeons and chickens. I liked to climb on the coops and
look over the wall at the other yard. Once, while I was doing it, I heard
terrible groan in the next door flat. It just happened that Mum was at Grandmas.
So, Mum and I went to check on these people. The den was dark and humid. There
was a girl that was older than me lying on the bed (I knew her because I had played
with her before while visiting Grandma). She was very ill, lying there on  the
bed. She was pale and grimaced with dry lips and her eyes begged for help. It
was gloomy in the flat; there were shining candlesticks in the corner, on a
small table. They were prepared half-solemn, half-sarcastic. They were supposed
to be looking after the poor ill girl; it was impersonal, not like at our
house. Her mum was helplessly sitting on the bed. Straight away, my mum took
the bull by the horns! She talked to everyone, commanding someone to get
medication, including suppositories. An enema was prepared and they told me to
go to Grandma. As I was walking on the rotten, shaking stairs, I was puzzled
that Jews could be poor and live in wet dens. I justified it to myself as God’s
punishment because the sick girl used to torture beetles. Actually, once when I
was at Grandmas and playing with stones, the girl (I can’t remember her name)
pierced a beetle’s wings and tied a string. I was looking at how the poor
insect droned and squirmed on the horrible gallows. I cried at the sight and
asked her to let it go; “Otherwise, God will punish you.” I said. She laughed
at me and said I was a ”soft cry-baby”. So, I ran to Grandma crying. Grandma
with her bad leg looked helplessly at the stubborn girl. I felt so sorry for the
beetle and I still wanted to cry because of it. Eventually I was embarrassed by
it, thinking that perhaps I was really “a cry-baby”.


 Uncle Hersz pranked grandma in
that house. He came home one night (apart from farming, he also sold wood) and
without turning the light on, he told Grandma that he bought a calf and because
he didn’t know what to do with it, he would make a bed for it in big cupboard
under the sink. When uncle went to bed and began to snore after a hard day’s
work, the “calf” barked so loud, that Nan almost had a heart attack. Uncle got
in trouble. In the morning, she gave us his beautiful dog, making us all happy
in our house. This is where the story begins!


 "Lok"(as we called him)
and I were inseparable during playtime. They took many photos of us. Nevertheless,
this joy had to end. For a while, my sisters started to receive some gifts
(usually chocolate) from the school headmaster, Mr. Rześniowiecki.
Eventually, the headmaster was brave enough to visit us and ask about buying
Lok from us. We refused his offer, so he started to give my sisters a hard time
at school. Donia had bad grades so a teacher was employed (I think his name was
Weksler), who provided tutoring. They put out a table in the garden for my sisters
to study and listen to the bald, tall man, who always admired my Mum's food. At
that time, I was often ill. I think Lok contributed to my illness because I had
horrible worms and was at risk of suffocating. I complained of nausea, but Doctor
Brettler found nothing. Our gold Doctor Willbach was on holiday. When Doctor
Willbach came back, the cause of my illness became clear, the worms had been
poisoned, and it turned out that I had six of them, each was 40 cm.


 When I was ill, Mr.
Rześniowiecki’s wife visited me.  She sang me a song in German called
"Sonia, Dajne, Szwarce Augen." They decided to give Lok to the
headmaster because he was a cause of my illness. I would often kiss his head
and nose and he would show his affection by licking me.  So he started treating
my sisters better at school and gave them chocolate again. Our house was sad
and we missed him a lot. One evening while we were eating supper, Lok jumped on
the doorknob, opened the door, ran in like a bomb and greeted everyone with
such noise! He licked us, stood on his front paws, and did amazing things that
moved my parents to announce that Lok would stay with us, no matter what Mr. Rześniowiecki
would do. It all began again; Mr. Rześniowiecki tricked us again and Lok
again ran "home". Finally, the headmaster tied him up so he wouldn’t
run away. The dog couldn't bite off a metal collar and eventually died of
hunger and longing.
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Donia (with flowers) graduating 7th
grade, the teachers and Mr. Rześniowiecki (in a light suit and glasses).


 

















 


My Sisters
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Donia and Ezia always dressed up the
same, like twins.
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They also took part in the Obertyn
theatre shows.
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Donia and Ezia always dressed up the
same, like twins.
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Dressed up, posing for Mum’s photo.
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They didn’t know that they would die
hugging each other.
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A new sister Sonia arrived.
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Three sisters in winter.
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Three sisters in summer hats.
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Happy sisters, from left – Ezia,
Donia, and Sonia wearing beret in her own way.
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Romantic Donia
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Ezia in winter.
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Donia, a student at
Stanisławów (second on left)
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Donia’s writing on a photograph.


 


 My sisters went to
Stanisławów to study. Ezia went to nursing school and Donia to
economy school. Donia played violin and she always daydreamed. Ezia was more down
to earth, liked to dress up, and sang beautifully. Besides, Ezia was prettier,
and she was popular among not only Jews, but also Ukrainians and Poles. Donia
was dark, petite, had semic features; she was similar to Dad's side of the
family. Ezia looked like Mum, she was her mirror image. I was always happy that
I would look like her, because Mum said that my hands and legs are like to
Ezia's. Grandma Pesia (Pesia in Jewish - Pnina and in Hebrew- pearl) liked
Donia a lot. Babcia called her Rose, because apparently, she was a mirror image
of my Mum's second sister, who had passed away; her name was Rose. I remember
Donia liked to hide in the porch where trailing beans resembled a wild vine
tree so Donia could daydream. Sometimes, she took me to for a walk to the pond.
On our way, we passed through the Gawliński garden and whole beds of
poppies. When we got to our destination, Donia hid with a book under a big,
wide Willow tree. I saw her crying sometimes, but I was afraid and embarrassed
to admit it, so I pretended that I didn’t see. Another time, listening to
Donia’s conversation with Mania Krzyżanowska (school friend), I thought
that Donia cried because of the same reason. Mania said this, “It’s not fair,
why is life is so sad, Donia? I love Władek so much.” Donia comforted her
as much as she could. I remember during that conversation, they both sat on the
letter stools from the shoe repair shop of Mr. Krzyżanowski. I don’t know
why this image is so strong in my memory. Mania married Władek, but Donia?
I remember that Josek visited her. He was a tall brunette with a big, eagle
nose. Donia treated him indifferently. He was her school friend. I remember
that once, I went to his mother’s shop. I got a box of cigarettes and many casings
that I was supposed to fill with tobacco. I don’t know why I went there.
Josek’s mother wore a wig and when I told my mum that I saw her in a scarf,
with no hair, Mum tried not to laugh. She tried to divert my attention from the
subject. I decided to ask Josek why his mum had no hair, but I wasn’t brave
enough. 


Donia was able to sow
and embroider beautifully. I remember once that Mum was angry with her because
she sewed my apron too long. The white lawn apron was embroidered by Mum and
sewn by Donia; it was a gift for my birthday. I remember when I was 6 years old;
I got a parcel from my sisters from Stanisławów. It contained
multi-colored cellophane bags with colonial treats such as (bananas, dates,
almonds, figs and carob).


 One time, I went with my parents
to Stanisławów to visit my sisters. It was my first train journey.
First, we went to the Gody Turka Station from Obertyn by cart, and then we took
train. I felt very important, especially because I was able to read the writing
by the window, “Don’t lean out of the window.” When we got to
Stanisławów, I was really surprised how busy it was. There was a
boy running in front of us, then there was a strangely unkempt woman; they both
held many newspapers and they shouted “New Century, New Century!” We took a
horse-driven cab to get from the station to the house of a woman where my
sisters had a room. I knew as much about her as Donia and Ezia told me when
they came home. This woman said, “Miss, in these times, Donia takes two sugars
with her tea.” The cab jumped happily, the horse hooves tapped. Mum and I went
to my sisters’ room; we arrived in the evening. We met the housekeeper on the
stairs, when she saw us, she turned around, opened the door, and then –
strangely enough! – Instead of lighting an oil lamp (like at our home in
Obertyn), she moved a lace curtain that was covering a place by the door, then
something clicked and then there was light! It was my first time seeing an electric
light. The next day, Mum took me to the shop and bought me a blue, waterproof
cloak. Later on, I heard Mum saying to this woman that she wanted to take me to
the cinema, but she wanted it to be a Shirley Temple movie. I knew her from
newspapers, Mum often dress me up like her, told me to pose like her, and took
photos of me. In one of the photos, Shirley had her hands clasped as if she was
saying a prayer and was looking up to the sky. In another one, she was sitting on
a small chair and slept with a tilted head; sometimes with her beautiful doll, “Look
at the similarity!” she said to Father. In Stanisławów, Mum took me
to the cinema to see the film, “Heidi". Shirley Temple played someone who
looked after a sick girl in the mountains. This was my first
"meeting" with Shirley. In Stanisławów, we also visited Father's
cousin, Ester Wucher, who was very pretty, but fat. She had a son, Zygmuś
(In Part II, I will write about Zygmuś' experience during an execution of
Stanisławów Jews). 


 I am not writing in a very
chronologically in this part of my memoir. My early memoir contains a mixture
of earlier and later memories, I was unsure whether it was 1936 or 1937-39 –
but before the war, I also added memories from 1940-41. I was only going to
write about the nice memories from my childhood, a happy childhood, but other
memories strongly "interjected'' without my will. That is why I’ve included
sad stories among the joyful ones.
















 


My Parents


To whom I owe my happy childhood
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Parents in front of the south part
of the house where I was born and lived up until 1939.
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At the lot.
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My parents really loved each other.
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In winter.
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I owe them my happy childhood.











Pictures from Jewish Tradition in Our Family
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Sonia is 1 year old and received the
Torah.
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My mum’s writing, this is the Torah
– Sulamit is big and pretty.
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Mum with eggs (Passover’s symbol)
and Ezia with a round matzo, baked in Obertyn.
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Three sisters with Sukkot festival
symbols, Ezia with Lulav, Sonia with the Torah and the Blue Box Keren Kayemeth
, Donia with fruit as it was the harvest festival.
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Dad’s work – a family on Rosh
Hashanah card.


 











Joyful Moments
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In the garden, in front of Kornelka's
house – Sonia as usual held by dad.
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Mum is hosting a friend with her
sons.
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From the left – Mum, Auntie from
Stanisławów, Ezia, Donia is kneeling down, and our dog Lok.
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On Dad’s lap (family meeting).
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Guests were received in parents’ big
room with dark furniture
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Holiday in Kosmacz (1)
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Holiday in Kosmacz (2)
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Happy mother and daughters
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My happy family, just before the
war, sisters, Mum and Sonia in front of blossoming viburnum (south side of the
house)











The War, the Cursed War


(1939-1941)


(As
seen through the eyes of a child)


 


 At that time, I was 7 years old.
I stood by the gate to the fence of our house and I heard the passers-by saying,
'Blitz''. What was that? I knew that was a comet. Baranowska said that a comet
was a star with a tail, and whenever that star touched the earth, a war broke
out; that's how it was during an Austrian war. Mrs. Baranowska said that people
had seen the comet and Harejczuk said that someone in Obertyn saw the comet.
But what was the blitz? Then a horse and cart came with kettles, pots, bowls,
and other metal items on it. Cesia said that it would be used to make weapons.
I went with Cesia toward the school. There were many people there; women cried,
men stood next to each other in rows, a man shouted, and everyone was saying
that it was the blitz. 


 I came back home and asked Mum
if she had seen a comet and if the war was about to start. “No Soniusia, it's
not true.” Mum kissed and hugged me, but I wasn't convinced. In the evening many
people came around, almost all of the residents from our street, and sat in my
parent’s room, listening intently to the radio, then more people gathered. Some
of them were in my parents’ room, some (most of them) in the garden by the
windows, where dad put the radio. It was all very sad and strange. Everyone
stood in silence, and then sighed and went home quietly. I wanted to cry. I was
trying to stop my tears, because I was embarrassed about it. One evening when Mum
sang “Last Sunday” to me, I just cried openly. At first, I told Mum that I had
a headache, and then I said that mum sang in such a sad way and eventually, I
admitted that I was scared of this comet and the coming war. Mum calmed me down
again. Later, Mr. Gawliński came and said that everyone had to secure
their window glass. Then Mum cut out pieces of paper and stuck it to the glass
of the windows in the same way she used cotton wool for the windows in winter.
I constantly had a stomachache and I was tearful. 


 One day when I was standing by
the gate, I saw a plane flying really low. I had never seen a plane before and
I was scared. One of the pedestrians said that they were escaping, and I
wondered what was going to happen to us. Later on, I saw a galloping horse with
a man and I ran to the house. I heard that Father was saying to Mum in Jewish,
that Ms. Abcungowa was escaping with all of her children behind the Czerniawa River.
Then somebody shouted, 'Rizaty, rizaty!” (in Ukrainian: "to
slaughter"). Later,
Father said that we shouldn't panic, and Mum said that we didn't have to stay
at home all the time. Then father said,”Come Sonia, let’s go for a walk.”
Somehow, we went out and met Leszek's mother, who was dressed up nicely and she
smiled in a strange way. Then Mum said to Daddy, "She is the first one to
do it.” We went towards the Czerniawa River, walking slowly, even though I
remember that Dad's hand that I was holding, trembled a bit, so I wasn't
convinced that it was a usual walk. Later, we met Abcugowa, who ran to my dad
and kept asking, "What will happen, Eli, what will happen?” Abcugowa's
daughter Sonia, who had one plait undone, cried and my dad kept saying calmly, "Easy,
we shouldn't panic."


 When we got back home, we met
Leszek's mother again, who was scared and shouted, "Bolsheviks are coming,
bad luck, red ones are coming!" My mum looked at Father and I noticed that
she wasn't sad, nor serious, only joyful. When we passed Leszek's mother and
dad, they opened the door in a rush, Mum kissed him and then me, then Father
again and exclaimed excitedly, "Mazł, mazł!" For the first
time in many days, I stopped having stomachaches, I felt like something that
was dangerous, had burst and it wasn't threatening me anymore. I felt hunger,
ate something with relish and straight after, we went to the town. Father
again, was telling Mum not to show such "simchy" (joy). I think that
her joy came from the fact that the Nazis didn't enter here as they had in
western Poland. In the town (next to the church), the soldiers were walking
towards Kołomyja, Lorries were driving there. The soldiers had half boots
and unfinished greatcoats which were unstitched at the bottom with strings
hanging down. On their hats, they had red stars and they sang all the time, "Na
Donu, na mostie tliejut biełaje kosti" or "Hej taczanka,
roztaczanka." We stood there for a long time, then came back home and I
heard through the window that they were walking, singing whilst the cars were
driving.


 The next day, Mum let me leave
the house. I ran to Cesia and said, "Come, let’s see the reds coming, did
you see Cesia, that each of them has a hat with a red star?" I attached a
red ribbon on my dress and checked whether Cesia had it; she didn't and it
would be a waste of time to go back. I noticed that she had red buttons and red
flowers on her skirt, so I said that we could go. We ran towards Kołomyja
Road, stood next to the pharmacy and then I remembered that Ewa had a porch
with glass and we could see everything from there. When we got to her house, I
saw a strange scene; the chief of police's wife was kneeling down on the floor,
crying. Ewa's mother gave her a glass of water and was calming her down. Some
of the women stood by the window and they kept saying, "They will drive
them soon." and "Some of them were taken with their wives!" I
joined them and waited;  the chief' of police's wife cried out loud and shouted,
"Rescue us, Holy Mother! Jesus!" All of a sudden, I saw a lorry that
appeared from the street next to Sokół and the pharmacy. The
soldiers with a red star were sitting on the lorry, and the Obertyn police
officers in navy blue uniforms were sitting between them. As they were passing by
Ewa's porch, one of the police officers (chief of police Adamczyk) saluted and
said, "Poland has not perished yet." (Polish anthem) Then, one of the
soldiers pushed him with a rifle butt. Adamczyk's wife said, "They are
taking them." and then she cried even more.


 I felt something strange because
the soldier with a red star had hit Mr. Adamczyk and resented that Cesia had no
red ribbon on; I took mine down quietly and went back home.


 The
soldiers and the Lorries that were coming and going day and night no longer
bothered me; I got used to them. Every time I looked at the end of our street,
I saw them moving. One time, in the evening two soldiers came around. They
called Mr. Gawliński and said something to him. Later on, Mr.
Gawliński came to us and said that light is not allowed in the evening,
and if one had to turn it on, and then the windows must be covered with
blankets. The next day, the same soldiers came over again; one was tall, the
other was short. This time they hung up an announcement. In the evening, it
rained so there was terrible mud, but everyone from our street gathered around
our house; they said there would be a mass meeting. Both soldiers were saying
something, laughing and threatening. I remember that they kept saying,
"ponimajetie" (in Russian: "understand"), and the short one
seemed to be explaining something the tall one was reading. He kept calling him
"towariszcz komandir". The next evening when we were going to
Grandma’s, it was completely dark in the town nd all of the sudden, we heard
someone calling, " Stoi    hto idiot ?"  (in Russian: Stop,    who is
it  ) We stopped and Father said, "It's us, it's us." When we got
back home, Father laughed and kept saying to Mum, "It was great, wasn't
it?…hto idiot? Me!” The next time we went to Auntie Sylwia‘s kiosk, it was
completely empty. The cupboards with cigarettes and Tobacco were open; there
was no chocolate, nothing. Auntie Sylwia said that they were bastards, they
didn't ask for anything, just came, took it, and that was it. Later on, the
kiosk closed down.


 Towariszcz Komandir (in Russian
- comrade commander) visited us once. Mum gave him some food and he clenched
his fist hitting his other hand and dragged it over his belly as if he was
trying to make more space in his stomach for the next meal. He smiled and
shouted, "Come on, come on! “Mum kept giving him food. He was in a good
mood and took out a photograph to show it to Mum. In the photo were his wife
and daughter, who was my size. He said that he would see her when he gets some
time off. Then my mum went to the room, took my white shoes out of the drawer,
and said, Towariszcz Komandir, it's for your daughter." “ Good! Thank you.
I will bring you some apples!" And he kept his word. One day, he came
around and brought Mum four yellow fruits, similar to apples but very big,
terribly hard, and bitter. He gave Mum a recipe to make using them. Afterwards,
Mum showed off to Dad the preserve she made. It was red, very red, and at the
same time, it was see-through. Not like the preserves Mum made every year. Then
Towariszcz Komandir had to leave and he never came back.


 His replacement was a short, fat
man. He was always puffed up; he never talked and never smiled. One time, he
came to us and said that we have to move out of our flat within 24 hours. Mum
cried a little bit, Dad said something and soon we moved out along with all our
things. Then, we did not live at the Gawliński’s, but at Donia and
Duśka Rajter's house. They were my first Jewish friends. They didn't call
me a stinking Jew, but teased me in other ways. Ginger Lonio and Donia's Rajter
grandma who died of hepatitis lived there as well. 


 It was a bit too overcrowded for
us there. We used to have two huge rooms, a kitchen, and a big garden; but now
we only had one small room and a little kitchen. There were no more pink net
curtains in the room, and on the wardrobes stood piles of photographic material
and cameras.


 One time at night, somebody
knocked on the door really hard. Father, in his pajamas, went to open the door.
It was a new Komandir (that short fatty). He walked in with big steps, stomped
firmly, and looked at me and Mum lying in bed (I still cannot remember where my
sisters were). Then he pointed with his staff at the wardrobe, where the
photography equipment was. He talked to father and then I heard him saying, "You
heard, tomorrow in the morning!" The next day, father started working
franticly, to develop small photographs. For days, people from Obertyn and other
local areas were waiting at our place. Father took photos and developed them. Photo
films were hastily drying on a string like laundry. He said, “It's for the
passports.” They were small, half photos. Father made excuses to the peasants
"can't do anything about it, they haven’t been retouched." To Mum, he
said, "So many hundreds every day." Some peasants were sitting and
waiting for hours. I was happy about it because I took a big pad and paints
that I was given for my birthday and I painted them, and they admired me. At
that time, on request of my grandma, my parents brought old Rebe around to
teach me, "ałef, beis, szin"[2]
and he constantly said, "zug mojdi anu lefunejchu".[3] Rebe always
had a dribbling nose. When I wanted to show my paintings off to the peasants,
Rebe came over with his "ałefbeis" (alphabet). Eventually, I ran
off and refused to learn.


I was admitted to
"podhotowka", that is a class before first grade (I wrote a bit about
it in the part about my memories of Mum). I remember that my teacher was Wiera
Griegoriwna. On one occasion, I brought her a big bottle of cologne and white
narcissus. She treated me in a special way and was very good to me. I sat at
the first table and walked in the first pair. I really liked my lessons when we
molded different things out from plasticine. I had horrible problems with an inkpot
and ink. I remember, one day during break time, kids from an older class threw
a beetle behind my collar and I screamed horribly; Wiera rescued me and was
really angry with the boys. When I was coming back from school, I heard that
friends of these boys had shouted that a Jew deserved it. In this class, I met
Julia who lived near the Orthodox Church and Szeindele, a butcher's daughter. I
liked Julia very much, because she played nicely, was a good student, and could
write beautifully, like no one else in the class. She could also wrap the
exercise books herself and never called me a Jew. One time, one of the girls
stuck her tongue out at me and started to hum a song about Lejbuś, Julia
took my hand and said, "Come Sonia, don't listen to this foolishness."
Szeindele gave the best answers in religious lessons; there were only three or four
of these lessons. At the time, Ukrainian kids went to a different classroom,
Polish kids to another one, and Jewish kids stayed in the regular classroom.
The other kids had a Catholic or Orthodox priest, we had a short man in glasses
(I can't remember his name). Szeindele knew the most about when and what God
had created and in general, she answered many of the questions; she put her
hand up all the time. I really liked that, so we quickly became friends.
Szeindele had a little sister. Her father wore a hat and side locks and her mum
had a headscarf. Everyone at her house smiled at me, they were happy when I
came around. Szeindele's sister's name was Sonia; her mum said that she wanted
to have a daughter with a name like mine. I remember that Szeindele and Sonia
ate "jucht myt loksi" (Jewish chicken soup with noodles) from small,
metal bowls and afterwards had a candy with tea; every time I visited, they ate
the same. Szeindele and Sonia were very skinny and had thin hands. Szeindele
liked me visiting and would tell Sonia to clean herself so she wouldn't be
dirty so Sonia (me) wouldn’t make fun of her. 


 





From left – Cesia Gawliński,
Salka (open mouth), Ezia Sorger (daughter of my dad’s brother), Sonia (in the
middle, my birthday), Nela Abcug (she had tulips in her garden), Lusia
Harejczuk.


 


 Apart from Szeindele, I also met
two other girls at that time, Salka, who had short, curly, blond hair and
didn't want to eat scrambled eggs. Her mum always shouted, "Salcia, open
your mouth!" I also liked Nela Abcug. She lived in a small, wooden house,
and there were many beautiful tulips in the garden. This house was right next
to my Uncle Josi Sorger's tenement house. I didn't really visit Lusia
Harejczuk, but I still played with Cesia Gawliński. I went to hers through
the gardens. I felt the most comfortable there. Cesia's father said that they
took his whole house and Romek didn't live there anymore, however I still liked
to go there. At that time, a lady moved in next to us; she lived in the second
room, behind the wall, actually behind the brick door of the same house. She
had a son, Wańka, who played accordion beautifully. One time he took a
beating with a belt. I have never seen such a horrible beating. I felt sorry
for him and afterwards Wańka played on his accordion again. I came up to
the fence in front of his balcony where he was sitting and wanted to say
something but I didn't know how. Wańka looked in my direction, but he
didn't see me, he sort of looked over my head. My mum said that Wanka's father
was an important commander, but I couldn't stand his mother. She was very tall
and skinny and had short, hair with a perm. Wańka was a small boy with a
completely shaved head, and she was capable of beating him with a belt.


 A house with a red roof, red windows,
and doors where the Polish Obertyn Police was once based, stood next to our
house at that time. They removed the chief of police Adamczyk and Polish police
officers from this house; that is why that house was empty. One time, a
military cart came with three women and a girl; they all had heads covered in scarves
and shawls. They wore thick coats, warm boots, and skirts made from dark
material. They carried down from the cart some bundles; the girl carried down
two bronze pots. A wooden spoon fell off those pots; it looked like a ladle,
but short with carved patterns. I picked the spoon up and gave it to the girl.
The house was dark and cold. The girl smiled at me and said that her name was
Luba. She took the spoon from me, sat down on the ground, and rummaged
something in those pots. Then she said, "My dad is enkawodist (Soviet
Police member), a commander! Yes!" Then she showed me her new, white socks
and shoes - “tufle" (in Russian - shoes) from Dad and asked me to come
over again. Another time, her grandma pointed out the dark picture of God's Mother,
hanging over the door and said that she prayed but her son was ungodly, and
Luba started to laugh, "Eh, Grandma, where is you God!" We weren't
close friends with Luba. Every time, I came over, Luba peeled potatoes or
washed up pots; she never had time to play. Yet she was the same age as me.


 One time, I came into the room
and saw my mum and dad standing by the window, behind the net curtain laughing.
I heard Father saying to Mum, "She needs two walking sticks for each hand;
otherwise she will break a leg." I went to the window and saw that Luba's
mum had a perm and bought high heels. Later on, I went to Luba. The whole house
smelled like perfume, similar to the scent of candy, there were guests at
Luba’s; it was noisy and joyful there. Luba put on her new shoes and had a
white dress with flower patterns, which reminded me of my nightdress. The dress
was long and reached almost to her ankles. It had long sleeves and the fabric
was very thin like for summer time.


 At that time, my father was
invited to the house of a very important commander. There was a beautiful
"jołka", Father Christmas, and a big party; my dad took the
photos - it was New Year’s 1940. I remember he came home in a really good mood;
he laughed and told us something, brought lots of candy and halva (that was his
payment for taking photos at the party). Mum gave out halva to the kids from
the street and I filled my pockets with candy and gave it out to the kids.


 After finishing
"podhotówka" (reception class), there was a big celebration at
the school; I remember that my mum came to Wiera Griegorowa to ask her to be in
a photo with me. Wiera was writing something on the board and I was standing by
the board in my uniform with a bunch of narcissus for Wiera. After taking that
photo, I went home, but on the way, I wanted to walk with my friends so I asked
Mum to walk in front of us.


 During the school holiday, I
played all the time with Duśka Rajter, her sister Donia, Kamila, and
Franek. They were our new neighbors at the house. Kamila's father had beehives
and we always asked him for the honeycomb. Kamila did not live far from the
farmer’s wife, whose name I don't know, but her house was the last one on our
street. There, my father placed our new purchase, our cow, Łasa.


 Then I started first grade. I
had a horrible problem with using ink but I recited poems very well. My first
poem from school was called, "Eto nasz Budionnyj"[4]. In winter,
the school hosted a festive Christmas tree. A big tree was also put up and lit in
the Obertyn market. My dream came true. All children together (Polish, Jewish
and Ukrainian) held hands in a big circle around the tree and sang a school
song.


Little Fir Tree,



A green needle


Where did you
come from


Bringing us joy?


I came from the kolkhoz,


 Escaped from
the freeze


To bring you the
gifts.


 


Welcome New Year
Festival!


Festival of
Winter and Fir Tree!


So we are
playing together


And greeting the
Tree.


 


Jołka
,jołka,  jołka


Zielonaja
igołka


Ad
kuda  ty puszystaja


Duszystaja
pryiszla?


Pryszla 
ja iz kałchoza 


Zbieżala
od moroza


I
mnogo mnogo ja podarkow


Dietiom
pryniesła


Zdrastwuj
Praznik Nowogodny


Praznik
jołki i zimy


Wsie
szczasliwy my siehodnia


 


Pozdrawlajem jołku  my


I was really happy then, but for
how long?


 When I was 8 years old, Mum
organized a very formal birthday party for me. They were always formal, but
that time, many children came, not just from neighborhood but also from my
class - Polish, Jewish and Ukrainian. I got a beautiful apron from my sister, Donia,
and lots of crayons and paints from my classmates. Almost every child brought
me paints. The day before the party, my mum baked biscuits called
"kisses" and croissants. I had rollers in my hair so that they would
be curly. At the end, Father took a photo of me and the children sitting by a
long table.


 


At that time, Mr. Mintz visited
us. He talked to my father and I remember him saying that he came from Wilno
and that he was in the Polish Army. He had a son, who wore a hat and was a
student. One time, I woke up at night because someone knocked loudly on the
door. Janusz Mimtz ran to the room (the flats were connected through the doors
in the rooms and so it was easy to go to another flat). Janusz called,
"Mr. Sorger, I came to say goodbye, they are taking us to Syberia." Then
straight away, he ran out of the room. I wasn't sure what was going on, but
looking at my parents, I could tell that something bad had happened.


 One time, when I was listening
to a story on radio, Mum ran to the room and switched the channel. I heard
"Kiev talk" and then a cantata about Stalin, a song, "I zza hir,
ta za wysokich sonce stalinskim..." (Or something like that).
Unfortunately, Mum's idea didn't work as I heard steps and looked out the
window. Two Soviet soldiers were walking through the garden towards our door.
They went into our flat, said nothing, and went straight to the room. They said
something to Mum, but I didn't hear it. Mum embraced the radio and said "Ooh!"
One of the soldiers moved Mum away, the other one took the radio under his arm,
and they both left without a word. The cabinet looked strange without the radio.
Mum stood by the window and looked out; and even though I was curious, I wasn't
brave enough to ask anything.


 In general, strange things
started to happen in those days. One time, I woke up at night and realized that
my parents weren't in their beds. When I sat down and wiped my eyes, I noticed
both of them standing by the window; the room was dark, but outside was bright
because of the moonlight so I saw them clearly. My parents were talking and I
heard a surname, and Mum said, "They were taken as well?" Another
time, I woke up at night and realized that no one was sleeping, the beds were “driving"
backwards and forwards, the floor was shaking, glasses in the cupboards rang
terribly, and in the kitchen, the lids "jumped" on the pots. I was
terrified and cried. I got a stomachache like when the army had walked in and
the carts with metal items for weapons had gone. I started to scream,
"Comet, comet, Mummy! I'm so scared of that comet!” Wania's mother was
banging on the other side of our wall; she then shouted through the window,
"Sorgers, can you feel it?" Later on, everything calmed down. People
came out on the streets from all the houses and said that it was a
"light" earthquake. Soon, afterwards, I'm not sure when but I think
it was at night, Wania and his mother left, and during the day, I saw a cart
going near Luba's house. Luba's mother and grandma cried terribly. They wore
coats and were wrapped in scarves, like on the day they had moved in. They took
out all their bundles and Luba said that they had to leave. 


 My dad wasn't often at home at
that time. He stopped taking Łasa to the pastures and a few times, I saw
him talking to a friend, always in a sad and serious way. Once, in the evening,
he brought a newspaper in, and didn't even take his coat off before starting to
read it in German. I understood nothing, but seeing everyone listening
seriously, I tried to listen as well. Mum was moved when Father read a sentence
about a little girl, who was alone somewhere on the train and said (in German)
that "majn muti" (my mum) used to plait her hair. I wasn't sure what
that was about, but it seemed that something bad was in the air. I sensed it
through their faces, whispers, and soon, the evil drew near.











Obertyniens
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Dr Markus Willbach, Obertyn doctor,
a friend of my father.
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Dr. Willbach’s writing on a photo,
given to me.
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Antoni Stangret with daughters
Krysia and Lusia. During the war, together with his wife Weronika, they rescued
Jews.
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Tońko Stangret’s writing on a
photo.
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Obertyn Jews, amongst them, my mum
and Uncle Jakub and Herszko.
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Obertyn Catholics, amongst them
Kilars and others I remember, as well as the Gawliński – a family to whom
I owe a lot.
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Obertyn Jews – Gordon organization.
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Obertyn Jews, who are no longer
here.
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Obertyn Jews, amongst them, my
parents.
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Yad Vashem Jerusalem -a plaque
remembering the Jewish Holocaust victims of Obertyn.
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At the cemetery in Israel – the
ashes of Jews from Obertyn and local villages, murdered in the Kołomyja
ghetto.
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A place remembering the Jewish
Holocaust victims from Obertyn in Bełżec extermination camp.











Part II


Times of horror and desecration


 


 


















 


 


The events held
in a memory.


 


Come back dears
from behind that silence


from behind the
bombardment of guns


my lonely heart


in this big
human family


is weeping…


 


Evenings are the
worst


street lamps are
warming up


only the
covering of the night


empty and
silence around


searching for
the faces


the touch of
mother’s hands


the warmth of
father’s kisses


 


Time separated
our presence


engraved the
pain


Am I happy today


me, saved from
Shoah?


 


(Regina Smoter
Grzeszkiewicz)

















 


Half
a century has passed since I wrote my memoir from my happy childhood leading up
to the breakout of the Second World War. I couldn’t find the strength to face
the memories of the Holocaust. I thought they would eventually disappear, scatter
like a black cloud; but they remained tangible. The events described by me are
true events that I remember and that took place in my life when I was between
the ages of 7 and 11. They show the extermination of the Jews in Obertyn, my
family, and my rescue. The events from the life of the Obertyn Jews, as well as
their fate during the war, are described in more detail by Dr Willbach, a
friend of my father and my family, who survived the occupation and was an eyewitness
to what happened in Obertyn in these tragic years. Because he was a doctor, he
found a job in the hospital and was in Obertyn the whole time. His description
is very precise. I was a child; I held in my memory many things that I am now
writing about and understand better in light of Dr. Willbach’s depiction. He
gives exact places, dates, names, towns, surnames of the victims, as well as
the perpetrators.[5]


Writing
this memoir, I am quoting fragments of his diary, alongside the events I
remembered – to discern my memoir from his writing, I’ve used a different font
– the doctor’s cover is in italics, mine in usual font. I’ll start from the
breakout of the war. At first, I’m conveying the doctor’s detailed and clear
writing, and then I’m writing about my memories, sometimes mixing both. It
makes the text easier to read and allows the viewing of that hard time in the
life of Jewish community in Obertyn to be observed through the eyes of a little
girl and an adult. 


I
am showing the emotions, senses, and pain of a child, who perhaps doesn’t fully
understand what has really been happening around her and what is facing her in
the future, Dr. Willbach is recording it in a documentary way, the Holocaust of
a Jewish community from the Obertyn region, prepared by Ukrainian and German
Nazis. I hope, that this way of making my memoir available, against history,
written down by Dr. Willbach, will allow the readers to get to know the
accurate fate of my family as well as the fate of the Obertyn Jews during the
Second World War. 


As
I wrote earlier, the doctor’s diary came into my hands by a twist of fate, so I
decided to publish at least some of this precious information and in that way,
to make it available to a wider audience, especially since there is data
regarding my father, Elias Sorger. Dr. Willbach writes about the life of Jews
in Obertyn, their history from 1918 until 1942, until the time of the
Holocaust. My memories show my happy childhood before the war and in this
chapter, the bad times, the time of destruction, and all that happened to my
family and the Obertyn Jews as well as my miraculous rescue. 


After
the extermination of the Jews, there were two children that remained out of all
of the Jewish children in Obertyn, one boy Josi Abcug, who had blond hair and
blue eyes. He lost all his family and went from one farmer to another, helping
with work. When he was brave enough to come to Obertyn, he was caught, taken by
the river, shot and buried; however, even though he was injured, he managed to
drag himself out of the shallow hole, find a hiding place at his friends and
died in the hands of Ida Landman (currently living in Israel), who was 17 at
that time. She went grey that night. I was the second child that survived, the
lucky one, Sonia - Krystyna…


 
















 


 


Dr Willbach’s Record


 


On
September 1, 1939, the German-Poland war broke out. As you can imagine, people
were getting depressed with the news that was coming from the battlefield (the
fast movement of the German army towards our town) A week after the war
started, a defeated and confused Polish army (both with and without weapons)
and Polish refugees were passing by headed towards the boarders of Romania and
Hungary. Jews from Western Poland and the region of Stanisławów,
Drohobycz, and other towns joined them; some people amongst them were saying
that they came back from the Russian-Romanian border because it was closed.
Even though the Polish people were depressed and scared of racial
discrimination, they waited calmly for the future course of events to unfold,
but the Jewish people had already experienced tragedy. Jewish runaways were put
in the houses of Jewish families. Poles rushed alongside the army towards
Romania and Hungary when, for a short period, they opened their borders. In
Obertyn, a disturbing unrest took place. 


Ukrainian
nationals were galloping through the town on horses, holding a yellow and blue
flag with the tryzub on it, shouting aloud, “rizaty! Rizaty!” ( meaning
“slaughter” in Ukrainian). The Jews panicked terribly; they tried to save
themselves and run away from their houses to hide in the fields. On September
17, 1939 at 11 am, the Red Army entered Obertyn. The Jews, who were already exhausted
by the recent events and scared it could have been Germans who had already
trespassed upon the west border of Poland, welcomed the Red Army with joy. So
much so that a poster was hung in the main market that referred to the equality
of all citizens, like in the Soviet Union. It said, “All citizens, regardless
of race, origin, and nationality are equal and fully citizens.”


Very
quick, a Bolshevik system was introduced (private shops disappeared). There
were no wealthy people in Obertyn, small tradesman had a simple life, but
merchants were considered bourgeois. My father was regarded as being a
bourgeois because he was a merchant, had a shop, and was a photographer;
therefore, he was on a list of those transported to Siberia. It helped us
because, as a photographer, he was needed days and nights. He took photos of
people for "passports”. They threw us out of Mr. Ludwik Gawliński’s
big beautiful house. They took his house and used it for their offices. They
allowed him stay in his own flat. Dad worked in a small house without proper
conditions.


I
remember one night that someone was banging on our door and we were already in
bed. Father was in his pajamas and opened it. Mum and I stayed in bed. The Comrade
Commandant came in and walked up and down next to the bed where we were laying.
He was quiet; then suddenly he turned to my father and said, “You are a
photographer, tomorrow you will start to take passport photos,” and then he left.
After he left, Janusz Mintz knocked on the door (our flat was set up in such a
way that the bedroom was connected directly to another flat). Janusz was a
medical student and the son of a Polish officer. He poked his head in with a
white student’s hat on and shouted, “Mr. Sorger, I came to say goodbye, because
they are taking us to Siberia.” 


I
also have another memory from that time that I cannot leave out. One day, I
went to my friend Ewa’s house. Her house was on the opposite side of the street
from where the Polish Navy Blue Police were located before the war. There were
some people standing on the street in front of Ewa’s house; the wife of the
Commandant was kneeling down, crying, and holding onto Ewa’s mother’s knees at
the porch. I ran to the street and saw Lorries approaching from the police
office. They were covered, however there back was open. I saw Polish police
officers sitting inside the Lorries on both sides, and Russian “rescuers” with
guns sitting by the entrance. Suddenly, when the vehicle was close to Ewa’s
house, one of the police officers stood up, came to the entrance, saluted, and
shouted, “Poland has not perished yet.” It was Commandant Adamczyk, the husband
of the weeping woman; he never came back. Although I was only a 7-year-old
girl, I can’t forget this scene. (I wrote about that time in detail in the
first part of memoir: The war – “seen through the eyes of a child.”)


Before
the Soviets entered, the Ukrainian nationalists proclaimed the Ukrainian
Republic and elected their board in Obertyn. Before the war, both Poles and
Ukrainians worked on the board, according to their qualifications. The
leadership of the Ukrainian nationalists lasted for only a short time, because
the Soviets broke their dreams by electing a new board, which included both
Poles and Jews and the Ukrainians didn’t like it. They incited the Ukrainian
community to boycott it, and instead spied for the German’s, where there
existed organizations such as Banderowcow, Kubijewiczów, and others.
Many of these Ukrainians moved to the west of Poland, an area occupied by the
Germans as well as Germany itself. 


In
Obertyn, life was peaceful; people worked and schools were opened; however, the
news reaching the town was alarming. The more successful Hitler was, the
happier the Ukrainians were, and the hatred towards the Jews increased.
Suddenly, June 22, 1941, Hitler attacked the Soviet Union. 


The
secretary of the Party in Obertyn announced it and called all the Jews to be
evacuated deep into Russia. He explained what would happen to them when
Hitler’s army arrived. A few youngsters listened to Secretary Dymidow and
rallied to do it (amongst them was Ruwen Jungfrau, who half way through changed
his mind and came back to Obertyn). Since the Ukrainian’s broadcasted that
working Jews were safe with the Nazis, the rest of the Obertyn Jews decided to
stay in the town. On July 1, 1941, the Bolsheviks finally left Obertyn with
their families, heading towards Zbrucz through Niezwiska. After the Bolsheviks
withdrawal, the Ukrainian nationals took a few days to establish their
nationalist reign and announced in Obertyn and surrounding villages the
“Samostijna Ukraine” (Independent Ukraine). 


A
government was established in Obertyn with no Poles or Jews. The head of the
magistrate was a vet, Dymitr Uhryn, who called himself both the mayor and
governor. Ukrainian intellectuals of Obertyn, with a local priest as their head,
became part of the government. They immediately established a Ukrainian police
with Eugeniusz Kowcuniak at the top. After the Ukrainian government came into
power on July 2, 1941, a special meeting was held in Niezwiska, where a
resolution was unanimously voted through to exterminate the Jews living in the
Borough of Niezwiska, as they were deemed an unnecessary and harmful element.
Ukrainian fascists divided themselves in small hooligan groups and on the night
of July 2-3, 1941 they took all the Jews, regardless of age and gender from the
following places: Niezwiska, Harasymow, Łuka, Uniżo, Woronowo,
Podwerbiec, Żywaczow, Żabokruk and Piotrowo.


They
forced them to go to Niezwiska by the Dniester River, torturing them on the way
there. They were under the leadership of a Ukrainian doctor, Anatol Jurewicz
and a Ukrainian priest from Niezwiska Gawdynuk, fulfilling their satanic plan.
In Łuka, they tied the hands and legs of the elderly with barbered wire
and tied rocks around the waists of the children before knocking them from the
ferry into the Dniester River. The previously mentioned doctor and priest were
on that ferry the whole time; the “work” was done by Alojzy Kunikiewicz, a
former miller from the mill of Samuel Rozenzweig from Łuka, and a
Ukrainian intellectual, Feliks Krzyżanowski from Harasymow. The
contractors of these murderous acts couldn’t agree on what to do with the goods
stolen from the Jews they’d drowned. The Germans organized a search, and when
they found weapons at Feliks Krzyżanowskis, he was taken to court and then
shot. Nobody was punished for the barbarian action towards the Jews.


Two
people survived this drowning ”bath”, the daughter of Rabbi Rum from Harasymow
and the daughter of Baker Schwaber from Niezwiska (a relative of Hundert from
Obertyn, who helped to write this memoir). They survived by swimming away from
the ferry and managed to loosen the barbered wire. They swam to Rakowce Village
where they dried themselves and were given some clothes (the people thrown into
the water were in there underwear because they had been taken straight from
their beds). Some good peasants helped them and they hid in Horodenka. The
author in describing this barbarian action based it on the testimony of one of
the survivors from Izakow; later on, she went to Obertyn from Horodenka and
came to him to seek advice in September 1941. She told him about Benjamin Selig
Faul from Harasymow, who was tied up with barbered wire, before he was thrown
into Dniester, he said out loud, ”wyda” (Jewish word - ”wyda”, in Hebrew ”viduj”,
which means confession) and parted with the murderers shouting, “Szma Israel!”
Both of the survivors of this drowning in the Dniester, died later in a
horrible event in Horodenka. 


This
crime was confirmed a year later by Józef Gawański, the son of a
priest from Łuka, who wanted to show the author that he was against the Germans’
extermination policy. He also condemned the action in Niezwiska, naming the
surnames of Doctor Jurewicz and Priest Gawdyniuk as the initiators of this
crime. Additionally, there were other survivors -  Samuel Rozenzweg and a
child, who asked a priest in Łuka for help. He didn’t refuse them, but
only under a condition that they received baptism. They were baptized and
survived the war. The same fate was going to be shared by Jews from Obertyn and
other villages belonging to the Borough of Obertyn. 


On
July 1, 1941, the Soviets left Obertyn. The National Ukrainian Council was
called in under the influence of the Niezwiska hooligans to issue an act about
the extermination of the Obertyn Jews. The following people didn’t come to the
meeting: Priest Hrawec, the dairy manager, Michajluk, and especially Eugeniusz
Kowcuniak, who threatened to become militant against anyone who would do such a
thing. He thought that a German government would soon be established and that
the Ukrainians would not be competent enough. 


On
July 9, Hungarian guards entered Obertyn. A Hungarian colonel became a
commander of the town and a Ukrainian police station was established and controlled
by the Hungarian Police. Ukrainians welcomed the Hungarians coldly, as there
was gossip that a part of the Pokucie and the whole province from
Stanisławów, up to Dniester would join Hungary. The Jews from
Obertyn had calmed down a bit from the threat of the drowning trauma. They
heard that the Hungarian army had come across the Jews in Chocimierz. They had
been thrown out their houses in their underwear and led to the Dniester River;
they broke the hooligans up and told the Jews to go back home. The Hungarians
were cold towards the Jews, but not brutal. It was said that the Jews had a
better life in Hungary. There was no persecution, however, a few days later
they stopped believing Horti’s hordes because over the period of several days,
thousands of Hungarian Jews and their families (allegedly not Hungarian) began
to flow into Obertyn in July 1941. They came from Budapest, Munkacz, and other
places. They were rushed along by Hungarian Police. Some of them walked and others
were on carts or guarded on Lorries. They were headed towards Dniester to wait
there for Hitler’s justice. They had no right to stay in Obertyn. In Obertyn,
Hungarians from the police station searched the houses of Jews and robbed
anything they could. 


 


I
remember that the Hungarian Army stayed in our yard. Every morning at assembly,
the soldiers and horses on the command, "Widias! Attention!” stood up
uniformly. 


Tank
commanders lived next to our house. I especially remember two of them, Officer
Józef and his Adjutant Karol, who cleaned his shoes and constantly
waited for his commands. We had a little dog; they called it Kiczi, which means
Little One in Hungarian. They taught me some proverbs and how to count in
Hungarian.


Officer
Józef gave my father a long photo film. Józef took photos on the
bridge as he was passing over the Dniester River. Father developed the photos that
showed dead human bodies on the waves of Dniester. Most of them looked like
white spots, probably because of their nightwear. I remember that father showed
it to Mum and said something in Jewish, I remember words “undzere brider
szwester” and the word “Dniester”. Now I know it means, “These are our brothers
and sisters in Dniester.”


At
the yard, there were also carts with Hungarian Jewish families on them. The
army took them, at times, walking along with them. I remember seeing Hungarian
soldiers standing in front of the church; they had saint lockets attached to
their forage caps. I remember an older soldier who cried by the church. Officer
Józef, clasping his hands shouted, “Pole - Magiar”, and then pointed his
finger in some direction (maybe towards west where Hitler had power). Then with
an angry face he shouted, “Hitler!” (I didn’t understand what he meant, but it
looked like he wasn’t willingly for the war).


 Officer
Józef liked my sister, Ester. Father took a photo of both sisters with
Józef and Karol; next to them stood our doggy, “Kiczi”. I still have
this photo today, along with Karol and Józef’s writing, including the
exact date of their departure to the German frontline. The tanks left at night
in a long line, covering the whole street; Józef’s tank was at the end,
he shouted out loud, saying his goodbyes, ”Million czokolom Estike.”, which
means “Sending you a million kisses, Esterka”.
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With
Hungarian soldiers, from left: Karol, Ezia, Józef, Donia, and doggy
Kiczi
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Józef
and Karol’s parting signature with date July 21, 1941


 


 


Translation
from Hungarian: “As a memory for a little girl that I started to like in a
short amount of time, Donia." 


July
21, 1941


Joseph



----------------------------------------


"As
a memory, for Donia, of whom I remember with love."


July
21, 1941


Karol
















 


 


There
was an old man with a boy my age amongst these poor Hungarians. Mum took them
off the yard to feed them. We still lived in the house. The old man refused to
eat meat because he had promised himself not to eat meat until the end of the
war. The boy was barefoot, so I went to my room and brought him my shoes. Dad
hugged me for that and said that he liked my good deed. At the yard, a young
girl (18-20 years old?) was on a cart. She was very similar to my sister,
Donia. She sang a song, “Majusz Eszte”, about a May evening; the word czilloga-star
kept coming up. She had such dreams about a starry May evening (poor girl,
where was she taken). 


Hungarians
knew well that Hitler’s ”justice” would arrive soon. Thousands of Jewish
families began to flow into Obertyn. In August 1941, armed Germans started to
arrive in Obertyn; they took control of the town. New commands by them started
to emerge and every Jew over the age of 14 had to wear a band with the Star of
David on their arm. Jews couldn’t live in the same house with non-Jews. They
couldn’t have any free profession or trade. Doctors were not allowed to treat
Aryans. Jews were not allowed to sell food, so as the Hungarian Jews arrived
there was huge hunger, people looked swollen. Jews couldn’t leave the town
without special permission. Obertyn was under the district of Horodenka, Hans
Hang from Berlin was a prefect. His Deputy was SS Oberstürmbandfirer
Doppler. In August, when the Germans invaded Obertyn, a mob of armed Germans
broke into the main synagogue and trashed the Aron Kodesh (Closet where the
Torah is kept). They took the Torah out in front of the synagogue and made a
fire into which they threw the Holy Books. They commanded the rabbi to dance
around the fire. 


I
was in the crowd watching it and I saw four rouges – men with clubs. They stood
in four corners around the fire that consumed the scrolls of the Torah. The
Rabbi ran around the fire while being mocked by the thugs; and every time he
got close to one of the men, he was hit with a club. It was a terrifying sight.
I ran away, dazed and scared. The wind was blowing away burnt pages of the
Torah on the streets in Obertyn, and to this day, whenever I see Hebrew
letters, I immediately remember those burnt pages of the Torah. 


Since
that time, the Germans appeared in Obertyn every week and commanded various
services,  fabrics for male clothes and feminine costumes. Other times, they
wanted hard and soft leather duvets, furs, and coats. Obertyn Jews, who lost
their shops and goods during Bolshevik times, were not able to meet this quota;
so they gave away their clothes and coats, even though there was a cold winter
ahead. The Ukrainian authorities were supposed to supervise the supply of
Germans’ demands; they called the Judenrat (Jewish council). In November 1941,
the representation of the province with Doppler came to Obertyn (the
representative of the province along with Doppler came to Obertyn). They called
five Jews, hostages from Judenrat, and demanded the immediate submission of
silver and gold, foreign currency, and furs. One of the hostages was let out to
announce these demands at the main market. If the demands were not met, then
the hostages and the people opposing the delivery of this tribute would be
shot. 


During
one of German visits in Obertyn, my father, Eli Sorger was called. We worried a
lot at home because he didn’t come back for a long time. When he finally came
home, he had a broken nose and cut hands. He came in very pale and couldn’t say
a word for a long time. He only stretched out his cut hands in silence. Later
on, when he calmed down a bit, he told us what had happened to him. There was a
drunk German in the Ukrainian Police station; he stood up, approached father,
and was going to hit him on the face; suddenly he took his helmet off and with
force, hit father’s nose. Then he mocked him, asked him questions, and from
time to time, hit Father’s hands with his helmet. After a few hours, all of the
sudden he took out a cigarette case and nonchalantly offered a cigarette to my
beat up father. Luckily, he let him go back home. 


After
getting the things they demanded, the Germans left Obertyn for a while,
announcing a new edict of registering wealth, properties, and everything that
belonged to Jews. They still demanded various tributes, and when the goods of
the Obertyn Jews had finished, they wanted the Judenrat to collect the required
goods from the surrounding area. A new order came out as well that every Jew over
13 had to work without a wage. Jews were forced to do humiliating physical
jobs: cleaning toilets, cleaning all sorts of dirt, breaking stones for the
street, and sweeping streets. Many Jews were employed as carriers at the mills,
and in the winter they had to shovel snow off the pavements and streets etc. 


I
remember how my elegant mum took a hoe from the house; she had previously used it
in her flowery garden. She went on the streets in Obertyn to get rid of grass
growing between slabs on the sidewalk. She took me along with her, commanding
me not to leave her side by even a step. I remember how my whole family (they
took me along, I didn’t have to work yet), shoveled off snowdrifts on
Kołomyja road – far from the house. It was a main road from Obertyn to
Kołomyja. 


Even
though the surroundings of Obertyn were very fruitful in 1941, the food
situation for the Jews became worse each day and in 1942, it was catastrophic.
There were three causes of this:


1).
A ban to sell food products to Jews. 


2).
The high quota expected from the Christian population. 


3).
Quota demands from Jewish farmers, which were impossible to deliver and done
under the threat of death.  


Wealthier
Jews paid enormous sums of money to Christian farmers just to buy the goods required
to fulfill the German quota. Some of the wealthier ones, as well as the Jewish
farmers, didn’t feel that horrible hunger because they could exchange clothes
and coats for illegal grains. Prices were so high that you had to give your
best clothes for just one meter of grains. The poorest ones were those who had indoor
jobs before the war. 


This
extreme poverty included the Hungarian families staying in Obertyn. A few dozen
families were placed with the wealthier Jews that still lived in their own houses.
However, the poor Obertyn Jews found themselves in fatal circumstances. They
had no money to pay their Christian neighbors, and because food was scarce, no
one gave them bread. Here, I must mention with great respect, Mrs. Weronika and
Mr. Antoni Stangret – shoemakers who risked their own lives to help the poor
and starving Jews. Many of them were swollen because of hunger, especially the
Hungarian refugees who stayed in Obertyn until April 14, 1942. Winter was
approaching and in addition to the horrible hunger, there was little fuel. People
burned furniture in order to get warm. Despite the hunger and cold, Obertyn
Jews still lived in relative peace. In other places, eviction to ghettos and
murderous actions had already begun.


Bad
news from Lwów was beginning to reach Obertyn - about a bestial action
in Stryj and Drohobycz, where almost all of the Jewish intellectuals in
Stanisławów were exterminated in a devious way.  In September 1941
some Hungarian Jews, who had been forced to go to Tłusty and Zaleszczyki,
began to come back to Obertyn – they planned to return to Hungary. Poorer Jews
stopped in Obertyn. Others, who were provided some food for their travel by
Judenrat, left Obertyn on carts. Szaja Abcug (whom I met in Israel), the owner
of horses and a cart, was supposed to take them to Nadworna; however it turned
out that when he reached Otynia, horrible things had happened there. Abcug and
his passengers pulled in to a closer village where a Polish priest had given
shelter to some Hungarian Jews. Abcug went back to Obertyn. Just as the Jews
had recovered from this news, the news of the arrival of a general, Governor
Frank ( a famous murderer) to Stanisławów came. The night after his
arrival, Jews in Stanisławów were taken out of their houses and forced
into a Jewish cemetery; a few thousand of them were shot by machine guns.


 I
heard that Ester Wucher, a niece of my Grandma (my father’s mother) was one of
those killed. It was said that she was a beautiful, but stout women. Her son,
3-year-old Zygmuś, was with her at the time. When the machine guns started
killing people at the cemetery in Stanisławów, Ester fell dead,
covering Zygmuś with her body. Some people said that when it was over, Zygmuś
came out from under his mother’s body, ran around the cemetery, and screamed. Survivors
that pretended to be dead while being covered by other dead bodies confirmed
that is what happened to Zygmuś; others said that he suffocated under his
mother’s body.


 It
was rumored that a similar event happened in Delatyń, Zabłotów,
and in other towns. The Jews in Obertyn expected a coming catastrophe. They
didn’t sleep in their houses, but in the fields of the farmers they knew; they
left at night to avoid the betrayal of the Ukrainians. This panic lasted for
many days. Later, in Obertyn, they found out that things had settled down and
that the actions were over; but they doubted it. However, they were sent to
forced labor every day and at nights, they built shelters and organized
basements. They dug holes in the floor under the planking of their flats, and
hid valuables in the hope that they would need it one day. 


 I
remember Mum taking out things in bags in order to hide them in a dug out hole
– a big niche in the floor at my Uncle Herszek’s warehouse. She put them in
this den covered by soil and planking. When we came back from the ghetto for a
short time, I a big, empty hole saw in this warehouse. In every poor person’s
house that lived next to my grandma Pesia, I saw big and small “graves” - holes
in the floors where they had hidden their small possessions. Only the holes
remained, but no people.


 In
December 1941, a message for the Obertyn Jews came like a bolt out of the blue:
the county ordered all Jews in Horodenka to gather in the main synagogue - 
children, youth, women, men – everyone. They were supposed to be vaccinated
against typhus and it was supposed to be done by doctors from Horodenka. It was
a trick. 


 A
few thousand Jews gathered at the scheduled time; the doctors in white overalls
were there to begin the vaccinations. There was a thick cordon of Ukrainian
police together with Nazis (they had machine guns), as well as a big crowd of
civil, Ukrainian, and armed thugs surrounding them. The entire Ukrainian Police
station from Horodenka, Śniatyń, and Obertyn district took part in
this action. Semeniuk from Huculszczyzna had been the commander in Obertyn
since the end of August 1941. He was a proper criminalist. Kuzyk, from
Tyszkowice, was his deputy and was responsible for killing a Jew that was
caught buying a few potatoes from a farmer. At first, he callously beat him up,
and then he killed him. Coming back to the action in Horodenka... There were
3000 Jews gathered in the synagogue. They took them to the village of
Siemiakowice, next to Horodenka, where holes had been prepared. The Jews were
commanded to undress completely, and then they were killed by machine guns. 


 After
this pogrom in Horodenka, there were only a few doctors and specialists left in
Obertyn. The Jews were petrified. They didn’t sleep in their houses, but went
into hiding. Only the sick, disabled, and some Hungarian Jews remained in the
town. Two days later, the panic grew as announcements in Polish and Ukrainian
were made. The announcement was sent by the district of Horodenka. It was
announced that the pogrom in Horodenka was only a small retaliation for the murder
100, 000 “innocent” German civil in Rostów by the Don River. At first,
the non-Jewish population in Obertyn wasn’t happy about what had taken place in
Horodenka, but after these announcements, they started to think that this
sentence was justified. There was news coming that persecutions against the
Jews had begun in Kołomyja, Śniatyń, Gwoździec, and other
places. In December 1941, the winter was very harsh with temperatures of -30 degrees.
Despite the terrible cold, Jews didn’t sleep in their houses, but instead
roamed the fields. At that time, the Administration of Obertyn made assurances
that there would not be such persecutions in Obertyn. The Jews didn’t believe
it, but because Christmas was approaching, they thought the Nazis would go and
spend that time with their families. The Germans didn’t come to Obertyn at that
time. The Jews were sent again to do forced labor, as required by the Germans.
This was organized by Judenrat. A Catholic festival passed by in relative
peace, but in Obertyn and the surrounding villages, the epidemic of typhus
spread among the Aryan population. 


 The
German authorities were commissioned to establish an epidemic hospital in
Obertyn in January 1942. Judenrat had to deliver all of the equipment for the
hospital. The hospital building was renovated by Jews. The Ukrainians were
responsible for the management of the hospital. One Jewish doctor worked in the
hospital, while two others were busy battling the sickness in the surrounding
areas. All cleaners and lower level staff were made up by Jews. To get a job in
the hospital, nurses paid the hospital manager, Dr. Pankiwow from Czortkow. He
received huge monetary bribes. The only exception to this was one Jewish lady
who had evidence of working in a nursing profession. On the February 1, 1942,
the hospital was opened. The Jews saw this opening of an Aryan hospital with
Jewish staff as a good sign. 


 


Both
of my sisters were employed in the hospital; Ezia was there because she’d
started nursing college before the war, and they included her sister Donia as
well. 


 


Jewish
hopes vanished because there was still no change. Throughout the whole winter,
Jews lived under the weight of forced labor demanded of them by the German
quota. They would try to get food, but this would often lead to them being
arrested and tortured at the police station. Additionally, there was a new
order that Jews were not allowed outside the town under threat of the death
penalty. The death penalty also applied to anyone who hid a Jew. 


 Jews
who were suspected of being communist as well as those who made Dr. Uhryn’s
list from February 1942 were driven out. After a hearing at the Nazi station in
Kołomyja, some of them were released; the rest were shot, even though they
had nothing to do with communism. Ruwen Jungfrau was among them; he managed to
escape and returned to Obertyn. He hid under a Ukrainian surname and then got
false Aryan papers and hid in the Soviet Ukraine. He was taken from there as a
Ukrainian to a forced labor camp in Germany and survived. 


 


The
Jews in Obertyn, who had been deprived of human dignity, lost their hope for a
better future. In the meantime, a ghetto was established in Kołomyja.
Despairing Jews visited the graves of their ancestors in the cemetery, begging
for help; their crying was heard from far away. Around the April 10, 1942, the
German authorities issued a public notice saying that all Jews, regardless of
age, had to leave Obertyn and go to the ghetto in Kołomyja. They were only
allowed to take as much luggage as they were able to carry. The sick and
elderly were to be taken by the vehicles that were provided to the town’s authorities. 



 The
exception was those Jews who worked in factories’ or military businesses’ because
they’d received special permission from the General Government Authorities. There
was no military industry in Obertyn. There was only two people that had this
permission, Schapse Geger and Nuchim Schorr and their families. There job was
to collect rags and deliver them to the German Economic Centre in
Kołomyja. 


 Some
found out, through communication with the Judenrat in Kołomyja, that there
was still a chance for some Jews to stay, especially doctors, farmers and some
tradesmen. The permission depended on the local authorities, and then on
confirmation by the Arbeitsamt in Kołomyja. Some Jews began to plead to
local influential people to stay, negotiating bribes; which were to be paid
separately to authorities governed by Dr. Uhryn, his brother Wasyl Uhryn, and Eugeniusz
Kowcuniak as well as to the epidemic hospital manager in Obertyn, Dr. Pankow.
After agreeing with the manager of the then Arbeitsamt in Kołomyja, who
received a huge amount of money in dollars (collected by wealthy Jews from the
merchant and farming class and some other wealthier tradesmen), negotiations
went smoothly; even though the Town Council agreed to keep doctors and sanitary
staff due to typhus epidemic, and the fact that they had no possessions. These
things made it difficult to get permission to keep the rest of the Jews in
Obertyn.  


 Two
days before going to the ghetto in Kołomyja, the Jews knew that their case
was lost despite offering everything they had. As such, all the Jews, apart
from doctors and sanitary staff, started to prepare themselves to leave town.
The list of Jews who were allowed to stay was submitted to the district doctor
in Kołomyja, Dr. Lew; he crossed off all of the names except from the two
doctors, a pharmacist, and a dentist. He justified this by saying that there
was no need for that many Jews to remain. The revised list was sent by the
district doctor mentioned above to the German Arbeitsamt to be confirmed.
However, in the German Arbeitsamt, and without anybody’s interventions, they
agreed to the original list (the Germans were scared of epidemic) and they
issued work cards with the label “Jude” and the Star of David for everybody. At
the same time, together with the work cards from Arbeitsamt, a confidential
letter was sent from the German Arbeitsamt to the German authorities containing
the following: 


 


1) Staying:
doctors, pharmacists, dentists and all Jewish staff working with battling the
epidemic.


 


2) May stay with
the permission of local authorities:


a/ farmers
owning enough good quality seeds and suitable inventory and livestock needed to
farm


b. Certain
numbers of tradesman are needed to support the economy of the town and
surroundings


 


3) Other people
who are necessary for the economy of the borough 


 


For this reason,
the manager of Arbeitsamt will be coming tomorrow to Obertyn and after
gathering all the Jews in the main market, according to the instructions which
were sent out earlier, there will be an opportunity for a direct agreement with
them regarding this case. 


 


This
letter was taken from the messenger, unsealed and after reading and closing it,
was given to the head of the council’s brother due to his absence in the
council office. The brother, Dr. Uhryn, a vet, was actually the one who
governed the town behind the scenes. He opened the letter and read it, standing
a certain distance from the author (Dr Willbach), alongside another councilor,
Michajluk. When the latter spoke out that after all they could and should leave
some people, Uhry’s face turned red and he said in irritation, “We don’t need
anyone.” In that moment, the Jewish question was settled. 


 


The
Ukrainian people were happy that the Jews were going to the ghetto; they became
property owners of the Jewish wealth and properties. This is why they weren’t
tempted by the money the Jewish people offered them for letting them stay in
Obertyn. The wealth left by the Jews was taken immediately in an agreement with
the local authorities. It wasn’t proportionate in comparison with the money
offered by Jews for letting them stay. They immediately took all of the
furniture and dug through basements and shelters. They destroyed houses in the
pursuit of things left behind to grab for themselves. They divided everything
among themselves - Jewish fields, cattle, horses, inventory, high quality
seeds, work tools and workshops that had belonged to the tradesmen, etc. Bigger
nationalist grabbed bigger possessions. Therefore, just to get this material
loot, almost all the Ukrainians were hungry for Jewish blood and wanted an even
faster extermination of Jews to take place.


 


***


The
Jews took a few days to get ready to leave town. They were selling all they
could for nothing, and the rest of their things were either buried or kept
hidden by trustworthy Christians. They baked bread with bitter hearts, sowed
backpacks, and ran around like mice that had been scared away from their holes.
In the afternoon, a day before going to the ghetto, an armed Ukrainian rabble
protested in front of every Jewish house so that the Jews would not be able to
hide things at other people’s places nor be able to escape. According to the
town leads, this was so that the Jews would not set fire to the town in revenge
that evening. From the time of the announcement about the movement by force to
the ghetto, Jews were saying goodbye to the ashes of their ancestors and begging
God for the reversal of their misfortune. The voices of these lamentations were
heard in the town centre.


 











Exile from Obertyn to the ghetto in Kołomyja


 


By
dawn on April 14, 1942, all the Jews (weighed down with bundles) who lived in
the town, except the doctors, sanitary staff and two Jewish families (who
collected rugs) were rounded up in the main market; some were crying and most
were petrified. There were carts prepared for the elderly and sick. The main
market was guarded by Ukrainian police, with both armed and unarmed helpers.
The manager of the Arbeitsamt came to Obertyn from Kołomyja at about 8 am
that day. After a short conference with the town’s authorities, they ordered
the Jews to get ready for departure. It looked as though the town authorities stuck
with their decision regarding the exile of the Jews to the ghetto in Kołomyja.
It was a warm spring day; the sun was shining for everybody but the Jews.
Again, with some people crying and most petrified, the final command to march
out was received. It was a horrific sight to see the elderly, sick, and
disabled being forced to get on the carts because they didn’t want to do it.
They said they would rather walk because they were afraid that they would be
killed immediately if they did arrive at the ghetto on the carts. The Jews left
the town in rows, surrounded by Ukrainian policemen who were armed with machine
guns and torches. They were accompanied by local Ukrainian civils, who were
also armed. Two Germans from Horodenka police walked in front of the Ukrainian
police from Obertyn; one of them was Lechner Obermeinster from SA who was
permanently designated to stay in Obertyn.











The exile and memoir from the ghetto


 


The
Jews were preparing to leave the town for a few days. They sowed the Star of
David on backpacks and armbands; this was required to be worn by every person
over the age of 13. Because there was no yellow fabric in Obertyn, my sisters’
had sown white backpacks from flax linen; they used a green string to embroider
the Star of David. Mum took the sewing machine and the plush bed throws to the neighbor;
my sisters’ skin coats and a fur to my nanny Frania; an eiderdown and her favorite
embroidered cushion covers to Mrs. Kilarowa; and other stuff was buried in my
Uncle Herszek’s planking shelter. She took me everywhere, not allowing me to
leave her for even a moment. There was a terrible sadness and tension at home.
Dad told us to dress nicely for the departure from the house and said, “Remember,
keep your heads up.” (Perhaps my father wanted to keep some shred of human
dignity). I remember the day we left for the ghetto. It was a nice, sunny
morning. When we were leaving, Dad said again, “The neighbors (most of them
were Ukrainians) are standing by their gates so heads must be up, don’t let
them pity us. I won’t give them the satisfaction.” The wife of a church cantor
also stood by her gate – she used to be a good neighbor, she smiled. Only
Polish neighbors at the far end of our street cried; they would try to say that
there was nothing they could do.


We
left home. I remember the length of the street (as usual in moments of tension
and fear, I don’t remember anything else but dark in my head). I don’t know how
we got to the main market, which is described by Dr. Willbach; however, I do remember
the road to Kołomyja well. People walked in rows, spanning the entire
width of the road; there were ditches on both sides, sometimes full of water.
The sick, disabled, and elderly were on carts. Our family, my father, Mum, me, and
Donia (Ezia working in the hospital), walked in lines behind the cart carrying Grandma
Pesia. Grandma sat in the back of the cart, facing us. At some point, a
Ukrainian policeman on a horse approached us and cracked a whip over her face
while screaming, “Old woman, you haven’t died yet?!” My grandma sadly answered,
“Are you commanding me to do it?” Luckily, he didn’t hear that because he’d
galloped off to keep people in line. There were ditches next to the road,
sometimes filled with water (25 km to Kołomyja). When a ditch with water
appeared, people wanted to take some water because the day was warm and the
march was tiring. I especially remember when a boy with a dish spotted water
and wanted to jump out of the line and get in. A cruel policeman came up to him,
poured his water out and beat him up without mercy. Once again, it was as if a
curtain was drawn and I don’t remember more past that moment. I don’t remember
what happened for the rest of our journey. This happens to me in the moments of
big fear, shock, or fright. It’s as if I am escaping into a dream to forget, to
not to see. 


 


According
to the record of Eli Sorger, Kuzyk of the Ukrainian police, who was mentioned
above, abused Jews in a cruel way; he unmercifully beat them. There were people
who were falling behind and he didn’t let the weak put their luggage on the
carts, forcing them to carry their luggage. He didn’t even let people leave the
line to get some water, and the day was pretty warm. At first, a German soldier,
Lechner was ignoring the behavior, but later he told this villain, Kuzyk off;
he said that they had an order to deliver the Jews alive to the ghetto and not
to beat and torture them; Jews were people too. From then on, they stopped
beating the Jews, they allowed longer breaks, and let them eat, even though
many of them didn’t. Most of the Jews fasted the day before arriving at the
ghetto. They arrived in Kołomyja at dusk. 


 


I
know from doctor Willbach’s record that, after arriving at Kołomyja, the
Jews were put in the prepared barracks or rooms; a few dozen people in one
room. There were not enough facilities in Kołomyja, because Jews from
other towns near Kołomyja were also taken to the same ghetto. I only
remember that when we arrived at Kołomyja, it was dark and they took away Grandma.
Later I found out that grandma was placed at 7 Garncarska Street. 


I
don’t remember the house where we lived. I know it was a one-floor building,
next to the entrance was a wooden toll-bar; a German soldier with an Alsatian
dog stood by it. The soldier always had a helmet that covered almost half of
his face. There was a fence next to the house with missing slats. There was a
woman in a white headscarf that came through the hole in the fence from the
Aryan side, when she got onto our-Jewish side; she put an armband with the Star
of David on. Where she went and what she carried, I don’t know. 


One
time, I decided to visit Grandma Pesia. I walked alone on the street, but I
can’t remember how I knew where 7 Garncarska Street was.
I got to an abandoned house without windows and doors, and then went in
– my grandma was lying in an empty room, on a metal bed. I can’t remember her
face, but clearly, the sight must have been terrifying, because I wasn’t able
to come close; I was scared and speechless. I stood there for a moment and
started to go back, not turning my back to grandma because I thought she would
cry if she saw me leaving.   


When
I was back on the street, I ran towards the house, there was some sort of panic
outside. Someone ran into the closest house – I heard the word “action!” I ran
into a dark hall of a house and waited until the street was dark and quiet and
then went back to my parents. Interestingly, nobody asked me where I had been.
It could be because of the stupor caused by hunger, which was terrible in the
ghetto. 


 


 After
short period, bad news started to come from the Kołomyja ghetto. As a
result of food stock and money depletion, hunger had crept upon the Obertyn
Jews. Due to poor living and hygienic conditions, illnesses spread, especially
amongst the poorer Jews who began to swell and get typhoid (hunger). It was
actually not just common among the Obertyn Jews, but also those from other
towns and Kołomyja itself. 


Every
day, a few dozen corpses were buried in Kołomyja. That was what the German
wanted, but the process of Jews dying was too slow for them so to speed it up,
they organized so-called “actions”; every day, they caught whoever was on the
street, put them on lorries, drove to the forest in Szyprowce (a village next
to Kołomyja), and killed them there. At the same time, they ordered
Judenrat to deliver the elderly, children, sick, and those who were unable to
work. They were usually killed right away. 


 


Next
to the place where we stayed was another house. Many men sat together on
benches, opposite each other, on both sides of the room. I went closer to
listen to what they were talking about and they were each telling about what
they’d liked to eat at home. In the ghetto, you couldn’t even find a potato
peel, but there was horseradish growing by the fence. It was picked and people
made a cake baked on the stove, but this “delicacy” ended quickly. 


My
mum received 1 kg of wheat in a linen bag labeled with a chemical pencil (did
somebody know our address?). She grinded it in a coffee grinder, which she had
taken from home, and cooked “gruel” with water to feed me. I remember her
asking me to eat. Looking at my pale father and hungry mother, I couldn’t
swallow it despite hunger (I still have this memory), but my father’s look
forced me to eat the gruel. I decided to be well behaved. I commanded myself
not to sadden my parents. 


In
the same way, we got these grains in a one kilogram bag and others (I
suspected) got sugar. They made black candies on a stick from burnt sugar (made
on fire or stove, I don’t know which) and sold them to those who still had some
money or they exchanged it for goods. I don’t remember shops in the ghetto, but
shabby sellers, carrying goods on a plank with a string, were selling them.
They kept the balance of the plank with their hands.


 


There
was no way for food to be delivered to the ghetto. Stronger professionals who
went to work outside the ghetto could buy some food for lots of money or
clothes. Others fed themselves with rubbish; you could forget about a piece of
bread. The poorest people suffered the most because they couldn’t get anything;
most of the Obertyn Jews died of hunger. After April 14, 1942, Obertyn became
Judenrein (“clean of Jews”). 


 


I
remember another distinctive event that stuck in my memory. It’s a memory about
a seller of “molasses” (black candies). My father would take my hand and we
would go for a walk. A walk in the ghetto could turn out many different ways;
but somehow, instinctively people sensed – or maybe there was some warning news
that something was coming and tried at that time not to be on the streets. Sometimes
the days were calmer. On such a “calm” day, father took me for a walk. We met a
molasses seller on our way and I still remember him. He was rather young; I’d
describe him today as 35-40 years old. He wore a black, ragged coat that looked
like a Chassidic smock, a cap on his head, a plank hanging around his neck, and
he was selling “goods”.


He
was really skinny and pale like these corpses lying on the streets. I can’t
forget his big, black eyes; they showed the sorrows of a broken man. Father
went up to him and bought a candy for me. I held the candy in my hand but
couldn’t take my eyes off the sad seller, I was almost crying and I wanted to
scream; however, I did control myself because I didn’t want to make him any
sadder. I thought that if I cried, he would too. I looked at father; he had
tears in his eyes. He squeezed my hand and firmly told me, as he used to in the
old days, to take this delicacy (molasses candy). We understood each other –
father, like me, was moved by his look, especially the sad, desolate, and
helpless eyes of that poor seller. Years later, I wrote a poem for him and
others from Kołomyja ghetto. When I wrote the poem, I hoped it would free
me from this memory – a memory about what the eyes of a 10 year old girl had
seen. This memory and those eyes are unforgettable – it’s all even more
preserved. The pictures of Josef Berger always remind me of the eyes of “my”
molasses seller, as well as of the eyes looking from the heads of dead people,
which were taken out from the ghetto in Kołomyja and placed on a trailer –
sad, black eyes of poor Jews. 

















 


 











Molasses
– ghetto candies


 


Black
like coal


Bitter
like every day


Ghetto
candies


Smugglers’
trophy. 


 


Shabby
seller


With
a shop on his neck


String,
plank, and sugar


Buy
it! Buy it!  he asks.


 


Buy
a candy for a kid!


Buy!
For God’s sake!


So
my children


Can
have bread!


 


But,
who is able


To
buy sugar for kids?


All
of them swollen


In
Kołomyja ghetto. 


 


Swollen
from hunger


Tired
by fear. 


Under
one roof 


Sharing
one fate. 


 


What
comes tomorrow


Heaven
knows it well


But
they still dream


Of
their daily bread!


 


Buy
it or exchange it!


For
a crumb of bread


Wretched
seller begs


Have 
mercy on me.


 


Scattered
on the street


Sugar
speaks to me,


Shop
is so wretched


Like
his tired keeper.


 


Sugar
and hope


Died
together with the shop


Seller
will be taken tomorrow


Leaving
the ghetto forever


 


Or
a trailer will come


And
will pick him up


Covering
the signs


Of
a silent crime


 


February 1970











 

















 


 


There
was a toll-bar guarded by a German with a dog, if you could go to the other
side, you could move “freely”. I sometimes went out and I remember people
squatting who suddenly fell down and died; later on, they were taken and put on
the trailer, which was driving through the streets to pick up corpses. Once, I
saw a whole “mound” of dead people being throwing onto the trailer; they were
on their backs and had open eyes and mouths, their hands, legs, and long plaits
hung off the sides. It was a terrifying sight, which I can never forget. I was
10 at the time. The trailer that carried the mound of human bodies was covered
partially by some sort of canvas and was pulled by a pair of horses. Hands and
heads were hanging off the bodies. The open mouths and eyes of the people have
haunted me my whole life (often in my dreams, when feverish, or even when I was
pregnant) – I still see those open mouths and eyes. I see them looking at me on
the ceiling and walls. I painted a picture of it using coal, the picture is fading,
but the memory remains. The swirling girly plaits, scruffy hair, and above all
– those wide-open eyes are unforgettable. In 1970, I wrote a poem called “The
Trailer” in Hebrew and then in 1985, I translated it into Polish to be
published, hoping that I could get rid of this memory, but it was only an
illusion. Let this poem be a sanctification of the memory of the poor,
innocently tortured people of all ages and genders from the Kołomyja
ghetto. 

















 


 


The
Trailer


 











On
the streets of the ghetto


The
trailer is rolling


Dead
people are there


Oh,
their scary eyes!!


 


Tarpaulin
too small


To
cover their bodies


Parents
with their children -


All
generations.


 


Hanging
like a liana


Heads,
legs and arms


Girly
plaits and hair


Sweeping
ghetto streets


And
their black eyes


Looking
out of dead heads


Big
and scary eyes – 


Asking
someone – why?


Horses
pulling bodies


 


It’s
their normal day


People
lay like stones


Like
a daily hay


The
cart driver bends over


Carrying
his “usual cargo”


His
heart is like a rock


No
feelings, like a stone


 


This
“cargo”, it's life!!


Cut
in many pieces


Oh,
those scary eyes!


Eyes,
orbits and sockets – 


On
the streets of the ghetto


The
trailer is rolling


Dead
people are there


Oh,
their scary eyes!!


 


 


April 1970


















 











Returning  from the ghetto


 


Some
Jews, from the beginning of their exile to the ghetto, kept trying to return to
Obertyn to work. Arbeitsamt in Kołomyja let Jews do it for money and the
Ukrainians in Obertyn didn’t mind because they’d gotten all of the Jewish
wealth and needed hands to work. Therefore, in the middle of May 1942, various
tradesmen (often alone because their families had died) began to return to
Obertyn from the ghetto. They came back legally and had to be registered at the
police station. They had to wear numbers and the Star of David, however they
could move about freely in the town. The Ukrainian police headquarters was
taken over by another Ukrainian, Worobec. He was an older man, more human than
that bandit Kuzyk (who was moved on to a different region). They had no
obstacles in buying food. In the time before the harvest in 1942, there was a
terrible lack of food, especially amongst poor Jews. The food was terribly
expensive and they were so swollen that they were unrecognizable. Despite their
state, they didn’t stop their hard work because they were afraid to be sent to
the ghetto again. During that time, the Poles mentioned above, Antoni and
Weronika Stangret, bought food every day with their own money and gave bread
and warm soup to a few dozen of the most poor and needy people each day;
despite lacking stock for themselves. Some people got Typhoid, which they’d
brought with them from the ghetto in Kołomyja. A daughter of Fradla Tager had
Typhoid and in fear of being taken to the hospital she drowned herself in a
well. 


                                                                         
 


*****


One
day we went to the Aryan side through a hole in the fence that was next to the
house where we lived in the ghetto. Dad told Mum to take the band off her arm
and then he took his off as well. Dad stopped a cart and then we drove off. I did
not understand anything; I didn’t ask where we were going and I can’t remember
the rest of the journey. Perhaps I fell asleep. When I woke up, I was in a poor
house in Obertyn. We were in an area where the poor used to live next to my
Grandma. There are two images that have stuck in my memory ever since that
time. 











The Ugly Images of War


 


1.
We once knew two sisters in Obertyn that did some indoor work; they made net
curtains, tablecloths, etc. (So-called “filets”). It was said that they loved
each other very much. I remember them because Mum bought things form them. After
our return to Obertyn, I saw them coming up to a house begging for food. The
door opened just a little bit and a hand reached through the gap, a bowl (the size
of a dessert bowl) with some food was thrown on the floor. The sisters fought
over the bowl. One of them was crying and begging, “Look, my legs are
completely swollen.” I ran away from that place. 


2.
On the second day, I saw a group of people at the main market. I came forward
because I was curious about what was happening. I saw a man put a very tall
ladder into a well; the wells were always very deep there. Later, he went down
that ladder and after a while (I don’t know how long), he came up and began to
take the ladder out. There was a dead woman tied to the ladder at the bottom;
it was one of the sisters who’d jumped into the well in her desperation to end
her suffering. (Perhaps it was the same girl Dr. Willbach mentioned who got
typhoid and was afraid of the hospital).


 


On
September 6, 1942, news reached Obertyn about a meeting between the prefect
Kramer from Horodenka and a representative of Ukrainian authorities in Obertyn.
They decided that the Jews had to leave Obertyn and go to Horodenka for another
inspection. All of them, except the two doctors, Willbach and Brettler and a
chemist, Schatzberg. There were about 600 Jews in Obertyn at that time; the rest
of them had died in the Kołomyja ghetto. On September 7, Jews received an
order that they were to march to Horodenka on September 8 at 5 am. Apparently,
there was supposed to be an inspection of the workers. They were told to take
enough food for one day, as they were to return to Obertyn afterwards. Because
they had experienced a similar inspection of workers in Kołomyja ghetto,
they obediently went to Horodenka in the morning, escorted by Ukrainian police.
Some people, guessing the purpose of this inspection, escaped on the way and
hid in the local villages or in the forest; others didn’t turn up in the
morning and hid in Obertyn. They gathered Jews in Horodenka at the square
called “Jewish crush”. There were about 1500 people; 180 of them were selected
as necessary for work. They were supposed to stay there for a while. Then the
criminal police and the Ukrainian police drove up and began to shoot the Jews
with machine guns. Many of them were killed, many were injured; there were
children among them. After a break, the chief of the Gestapo, unhappy about the
“small” number of Jews who had come, ordered everyone to lay face down and
commanded further shootings. Next, from those who survived (100 people),
specialists were selected for work and on the following day, the rest of Jews
were taken to Bełżec to be killed. This incident was shared by one of
the men who was selected for work and witnessed this horrible event. His name
was Leib Zworn.


                                       
                          


***


 


After
returning from the ghetto, the Jews were only allowed to live in what was once
the poorest part of Obertyn We lived in a house without windows and doors. At
that time, we received a message that our grandma had died of hunger in the
ghetto. I remember that Mum cried so much. I wanted to comfort her by saying
some words in Jewish (she always talked to me in Polish), because when I
repeated some words in Jewish, everyone in family laughed at me as I would
apparently mess them up. I wasn’t able to comfort Mum; she cried for a long
time after her loss, after all it was her mum. After a few days, we managed to
leave the poor area where people returning from the ghetto had been placed. We
went to our house (the one that we had left for the ghetto). Abcug’s house and
a stable were close by. 


After
summer had gone, there was a kind of hope that things may be better. Mum ran
around selling clothes and exchanging other things for food. I remember a day,
when she was happy, she brought pears and some vegetables and spread them out
so they would ripe and soften. She cooked bean soup, which I liked a lot. I was
waiting for dinner, when suddenly I saw Father’s profile behind the window (it
was a one floor house). He was walking really fast and then ran into the
kitchen and whispered something in Mum’s ear. Mum took me to the place where we
kept clothes (there was no wardrobe in this empty house). Mum put another dress
on me, then another one, and another one, and a coat and said, "Soniuś,
we need to leave.” The bean soup stayed on the stove, we didn’t eat it.


We
ran to Abcug’s stable. There was a man there who swept the straw off the floor.
He opened a door to the cellar and we went down, under the floor. It was dark
there. I could hear weeping and groaning. “Gotyniu, Gotyniu!”  (which in Jewish
means “God! God!” – said in an affectionate way as Got=God, it’s like mama=mum
and mameniu = mummy). They begged God for help.


We
sat on the floor; the weeping and groaning went on. Even today, I shake when I
remember it. Suddenly, Father got up and said in Jewish, “Ich blaibnyszt” (I
heard something like this and I’m not sure if I say it correctly, but it meant,
“I’m not staying here”). He knocked on the ceiling, the door opened up, and we
went out. A large round up was still taking place. We jumped into the nearest
bush and I saw how the Ukrainian’s ran around with torches (they eagerly looked
for ghetto survivors who were hiding). When things calmed down, we slowly made
our way to the Kilar house, (Poles). When we came in, Mr. Kilar sat on a small
stool. There were sculpted heads in thorny crowns in front of him; he was
sculpting them. We came in and stood in the doorway and Mr. Kilar said to father,
”O yes, Mr. Sorger. You said, ‘His blood is on us and now it’s becoming true.’”
His wife came in and told him off, “Quiet, stop it – for a man like Mr. Sorger,
God will make an exception.” She put us in a small box room; all three of us
stayed there until the evening and at night we went through the potato fields
to Słobutczyna. 











The escape from Obertyn


 


Slobutczyna
was about 8-9 km away from Obertyn. Apparently, my worried father had prepared
a hiding place with a Ukrainian family named Grubiak. From what I remember, it
must have been autumn, because the potatoes in the fields were dry. Now I
understand that our escape was connected with what Dr. Willbach wrote, On
September 6, it was heard that in Niezwiska, there was a consultation of the
prefect Kramer from Horodenka with the representation of the Obertyn
authorities. On September 7, it was known that all Jews had to leave Obertyn
and supposedly go to Horodenka on the September 8, 1942 at 5 am for a repeated
inspection; those exempt were the two doctors – Willbach and Brettler and a
chemist, however, one of the Ukrainians present at the conference said directly
that they should also stay, but only for a limited time.


 I
know that after we left Abcug’s stable, all the Jews who had hid in this dark
cellar were discovered and shot. I don’t know who told on them. For me
personally, it was the first time that I was saved from death, further on in my
memoirs I will write about few more.
















 


 


 











For the Jews
from Kołomyja ghetto











 











Those
who survived


enjoy
life today


but,
are they really?


Each
piece of pain


is
hanging in the skies


coming
back as echoes


in
a moment of sadness


a
moment of suffering


and
then the ugly war images


are
painted again


under
tearful eyelids.


Those,
who survived


try
to find themselves


In
the chaos of present days,


in
the greenery


under
the blue sky


only
at night


when
a cold wind


for
no known reason


asks
grey clouds to dance


they
search in the muddled thoughts


the
dearest names


smiles
coming off the faces


by
the gunshot


only
a slice of bread


daily
bread today


reminds
of the moments


which
was a ticket to life.


Those
who survived


Fill
their hearts


With
thanks to God


Carrying
all of the time


On
their bent arms


Questions,
which


Cannot
find answers for –


Lord,
why me











 


(Regina Smoter
Grzeszkiewicz)

















 


 


The Grubiak's
hiding place in Słobutczyna


In the stable
and in the box room


 


When
we arrived at the Grubiaks, it looked like someone was waiting for us. Quietly
he took us to the stable; we climbed a tall ladder and hid in the huge pile of
straw. There, we sat down in peace. In the evening, they brought us potatoes
with sour milk. The Grubiak’s had five children. Father was afraid that they
could say something about us by accident, but Grubiak said, “They do as dad
says.” There were two young men around 18-19 years of age, a 17-year-old
daughter, Olga, a 10-year-old boy, and a 5 year old, called Marusia. Grubiaks
wife or Olga brought food to us. 


When
it became very cold (it was probably December), Grubiak decided that it was too
cold in the stable and took us to a box room. It was a room opposite another
room, where you could pass to the main room. The whole Grubiak family slept,
ate, and lived in the big room. There was a bed, a wardrobe, and a quern in
“our” box room. I learned how to mill grains on that quern; I sneaked under the
table in the main room when the banks of snow covered almost all of the frosted
windows. Sometimes I slept on the oven with the two youngest Grubiaks. 


 











Olga My Missionary


 


Olga,
a 17 or 18 years old blond girl with slight cross-eyes, liked me a lot; because
she was very religious, she let me read her prayer book written in Ukrainian
but with strange letters. Olga taught me to read it and she became my first
“missionary”. She taught me the prayers, “Our Father” and “Hail Mary”, which I
really liked and used. It was our secret. I didn’t tell my parents about it. 


 











My First Christmas Eve


 


When
Christmas came, the Grubiak’s invited three of us for the Christmas Eve meal.
Father was a little afraid that someone might see us, but Grubiak claimed that
he had everything under control. We went from our hiding room through the hall
and into the main room, there was a long table in the middle, covered with a
tablecloth from our house and there was hay under the tablecloth. On the table
was kutia (sweet-grained pudding), dumplings with cabbage, and mushrooms. I
can’t remember the other dishes. 


I
noticed that the boys and Grubiak wore my dad’s shirts. Grubiak was visibly
moved. He gave the kutia out and greeted every person with Christmas wishes. He
also came up to my parents and said that God would give…; I couldn’t hear the
rest, but I saw tears in his eyes. He was a good man. Later, my parents went
back to the box room while the other children and I went under the table where
the floor was covered in hay. We were making animal noises; clucking like
chickens, quacking like ducks, and mooing like cows, as apparently – I was told
- on such evenings, “The animals could understand human language.”. It was my
first Christmas Eve. As for this terrible situation, it was a moment of rest,
but only for a while as new troubles were about to begin.


 











Saved For the Second Time


 


My
sister, Ezia and a Jewish dentist, who was not from Obertyn, were left in the
Obertyn hospital for the typhus victims. Ezia worked in the hospital until it
closed down. When my father found out about the closure of the hospital and the
exile of the Jewish staff to Horodenka, he said to Mum, “One brick is out; now
the whole house will fall.” Now, it would be my family’s turn. My parents
whispered to each other and I saw a great worry on their faces. I sensed that
something bad was happening, but I didn’t know what was going on. I curled up
in the corner between the wardrobe and the window where I could see a piece of
the sky and repeated the prayers that I learned from Olga Grubiak - Our Father
and Hail Mary – I fell asleep.


My
father kept razors in his shoe and in a belt. He decided that they would cut
their veins so that they would not end up into Germans hands. Then my mum asked,
“What will happen when Sonia wakes up?” While I slept, Father took me to throw
me in the well (the well at Grubiak’s was very deep, 12 m from the top to the
water). In the moment he was going to do it, my sister Ezia, who was rescued by
a policeman, knocked on the window, and so she saved me and the other’s lives,
at least for a moment. “Open up, it’s me, Ezia!”


I
found out about this later by listening to their conversations. When the Jewish
staff was taken to Horodenka, a Ukrainian policeman saved Ezia because he
really liked her. He promised to take her and to hide her, but Ezia got typhus
and came (I didn’t know how) to our hiding place in Słobutczyna. I
remember being woken up by a scream and Father made me stand up. It was a
scream of joy so loud that they forgot about keeping very quiet so nobody would
discover us. (You couldn’t even cough.). Now, there were five of us in the box
room - my parents, my two sisters, and me.


 











Typhus - My Sister’s Illness


 


My
whole life is in front of my eyes, especially the image of  when my sister, who
was rescued from Horodenka’s execution, was laying down with a fever on the
only bed in the room. Ezia laid down covered with a duvet. A towel lay on her
forehead to help with the pain, and on the top of the duvet, her two arms were
stretched out like stems of a withered flower. Two long plaits of hair ran down
the side of her arms. She had fever and she sang a Ukrainian song with her weak
voice all the time.


 


There is a high
hill and a grove at the bottom;


A thick and
green grove like a true paradise.


A slow river
runs by it, sparkling like gold, 


A green valley
winding in a light 


And at the shore
in silence three boats attached.


Three worried
willows bending over them


Swooshing with
their sorrow that summer is passing by


That their leaves
will fall down and will float on the river….


Oh, lovely river
the spring will come back again


Only youth which
passed by will never return…


 


It’s
a very meaningful song. I will remember the words and melody for the rest of my
life; however, I wasn’t able to hum it as tears were filling my eyes. Spring
from the song came back and the trees grew new leaves, but the youth of my
sister was killed by human hatred. For Ezia, “spring had not returned.”


Somehow,
Ezia got better and a dentist from Obertyn hospital joined us in our hiding
place. He said that he came because he loved Ezia and he couldn’t live without
her. Father responded harshly that there was no time for love. 


The
poor dentist had no place to hide, and there were five of us in the hiding
place; it became squashed and Father was afraid that the Grubiak’s would throw
us all out. Therefore, he told the dentist, that unfortunately, he would have
to leave. A few days after he left, Grubiak ran into our room holding his head
and called out, “Scandal! Sorger, scandal!” Father went out with him; I heard
them in the hall when father said, “We’ll bury him in the field.”


It
turned out that the dentist had no choice and poisoned himself with morphine. Prior
to his leaving, he had given Mum a white little bag, saying that it was for
Sonia; it was also morphine. I knew that, but I didn’t tell my parents. In
order to appease Grubiak, my father decided that we would split into two
groups. My parents and I would still hide with the Grubiak’s. My sisters, Donia
and Ezia, and my mum’s brother, Herszko Schleimer (who turned up somehow) would
hide in the barn, about 500 m from Grubiak’s house. The barn belonged to two
Ukrainians, also sisters, recommended to us by the Grubiak’s. 


 











My Sisters’ Death


 


In
February of 1943, one of these Ukrainian sisters, despite a really hard winter,
went to Obertyn from Słobutczyna to turn my sisters and uncle in. They
were taken to Kamionka, next to the forest to the place where horses were
buried. They told the uncle to dig a hole in a frozen ground and then they shot
him. My sisters (18 and 21 years old) were ordered to completely undress; they
hugged each other and cried. A shot was taken. Ezia, who was closer to the
executioner was killed right away and Donia, who was covered by her sister
(because they were hugging), was only injured. She begged, “Don’t bury me, I’m
alive!”, but they buried her alive in the hole along with my uncle and her younger
sister, Ezia. 


 


After
the war, in December of 1944, I found out for the first time how my sisters
died. Elżbieta Gaczyńska told me about it. To be honest, she forced
me to listen. At that time, being only 12 years old I did not have the courage
to find out about these things. Only a short period had passed since these
tragic events. I was not ready. I tried to be far from any news, even though I
was aware that no one survived. I wasn’t ready to face such pain.


When
Mrs. Gaczyńska started to tell me about the deaths of my sisters, I covered
my ears and asked her not to tell me that yet. Mrs. Gaczyńska forced my
hands from my ears and shouted, “You have to listen and know.” Since then, I
have no peace. The scenes from Kamionka forest have haunted me all my life. I
try to get rid of them. I painted this scene from the forest in coal, but the
images became even more stuck. In 1979, I wrote a poem in Hebrew about my
sisters’ and my uncle Herszko deaths. This poem curses the forest, which hides
the secrets of their cruel deaths. People go to look for “their roots”, but in
my imagination, the Kamionka forest looked like the one from the poem. I will
never go there! I couldn’t face the fact that there is normal life in Kamionka
now…. And the forest stayed as usual.











The Scream


 


Black
Kamionka Forest


Part
I    Testimony   


 


There
in 1943 (with a few witnesses)


When
three innocent beings stood by the grave


 


The
young girls who only wanted to live


Hugging
each other, crying helplessly….


 


The
uncle – a man had to dig a hole


(To
save the space?) for the three of them.


 


They
opened fire at the poor girls


But
only one was shot – only one girl.


 


Don’t
bury me! I’m alive- she cried out


Only
the echo of the forest responded to her…


 


I’m
alive! I’m alive she cried with despair


Only
the forest’s silence responded to her…


 


Sometimes
the criminals are pardoned


When
a hangman’s rope is tearing down – 


 


Desecrations
time didn’t keep the rules…


My
innocent sister was buried alive!!!


 


Epilogue


 


Over
the forest in Kamionka shadows forever live - 


The
sun is red in its deepest shame


The
birds are circling and the wind is wailing


Nooo!
Don’t bury me – I’m alive, I’m alive


I’m
alive I’m alive


 


Black
Kamionka Forest


Part
II   Curse


 


The
black outline of a cursed forest


The
forest, where my two sisters were killed…


 


Many
years has passed since that time


But
the memory is breaking hearts…


 


This
black Kamionka forest will be cursed -


For
hiding the crime in its silence!


 


Spring
will never arrive there


The
bird will not tweet – only wind is wailing.


 


When
the gleaming dew is shining in the sun 


The
sheer and bitter tears are rolling down.


 


When
fern leaves are about to spread


The
girly plaits are blown by the gale. 


 


And
the drops of wasted blood, clean and fresh


Are
laying down on the raspberry bush


 


The
birds are circling and wind is wailing


Nooo!
Don’t bury me – I’m alive, I’m alive


I’m
alive I’m alive


 


To
my uncle Herszko and to my dear sisters Donia and Ezia. 18.02.1979


 


After
my sisters were discovered, Grubiak, even though he was paid well, got scared
and told us to leave. I don’t want to blame this man, because he showed us as
much grace as he could, but he had a right to look after his family - providing
what punishment was for hiding Jews.


 


*********************


 


at
that time


so
much


love
was needed


and
the sun


was
so far away


life
was hiding


in
the remnants of human dignity


sacred
of its own breath


 


at
that time


the
wind has forgotten


how
to dance in the fields


clouds
always sad


sighing
at night


to
the lonely stars


 


and
when the dawn has broken


still
pale and uncertain


the
first rain fall on the earth


crying
over fresh wounds


 


(Regina
Smoter Grzeszkiewicz)


 


 











Too Late For Rescue


 


March
1, 1943 – I was 11 years old and I had to take my parents to the hiding place
in the forest. Mum had fallen off the ladder at the Grubiak’s barn and had
broken her leg and father had typhus. I was supposed to be their guide to the
hiding place. The night was typical for March. It was snowing at times, then
clouds scattered and the moon appeared. I was walking between my parents,
holding their hands (like when we went for a walk in Obertyn). Every time the
moon appeared, delirious Father said, “Oh! Oh! They are chasing us, I can see
the searchlights!” Therefore, I had to explain and calm him down. I couldn’t
remember the road to the hiding place in the forest, even though we had been
there for a few days before going to the Grubiak’s. The moon was hiding and I
was wandering along the muddy field, not able to find the road. It was very
cold. Suddenly, I saw a little house, like a mud hut and knocked on the door.
The light went on in the window. The door opened a bit – someone stood in front
of us or rather just peaked out, lifted up a lamp to see us, and shouted,
“Jews!”, and shut the door. 


I
didn’t know what to do and it was terribly cold. Father was shaking and Mum was
whimpering and limping on her broken leg. I looked up at the sky and saw a
little bit of blue – next to the moon, the clouds clearly formed a cross. I
remember that Olga Grubiak said that whoever prayed to the cross – their prayer
would be heard. I lifted my head up and holding my parents hands, I walked in
the mud towards this cross, which was being blown by the wind. Then suddenly my
cross “melted” and disappeared. I was devastated. No help, not even from
heaven!


 I
turned somewhere, not knowing where I was guiding them; however, the need to
warm up even for a little bit was huge. Suddenly, I saw a stable and decided to
go in for a little bit to warm up. The cows were breathing, so we cuddled up
with a couple of them as we were shaking from the cold. Unfortunately, I fell
asleep. When I woke up, it was dawning. I quickly took my parents out to a nearby
straw barn and hid them in the straw. In the meantime, the woman who owned the
stable noticed us as we were leaving because it was already bright. She knew us
because we had hid at her place for some time before. She took my father’s warm
coat and probably wore this coat to Obertyn, 8 km. Before noon, we heard a command,
“Hands up!” Mum was doing my plaits at that moment and Father lifted up his
hands saying, “It happens”. There was a policeman sent from Obertyn – Romanycia.
At that time, the police chief was an older man, Worobec. Both of them were
with Romanycia, they were more human this time. We left the straw stack and
were standing in a field. Romanycia ordered the farmer to harness the horses to
the cart, they put my parents on the cart, and the cart went off leaving me
behind. I ran and jumped on the cart. My mum said something in German to
Romanycia and he convinced me to get off the cart, promising that he would come
back to pick me up to hide me with his family, where my sisters were hiding (I
wasn’t aware of their death yet). 


I
listened to him and got off the cart. Mum shouted at me, “Soniuś, you must
stay alive.” and she mentioned, “Jankiele, Jankiele”, as if she was trying to say
that her brother Jakub, who was already in Palestine, would take care of me.


I
ran away from the cart when it stopped, so that I could get off. Then, I did
something that I will never forgive myself for; I turned to Mum and lifted my
hand to my lips, pretending to drink from a mug. I wanted to show her that I knew
she had my morphine and I was sort of advising what to do with it. At the same
time, I wanted to show that I would manage, that I am a big girl… I was saved
again. My parents arrived in Obertyn.


The
Germans setup a police station in the only brick tenement house in Obertyn,
which belonged to my father’s brother, Josef Sorger. They made a prison in the
basement. They took my parents there – Eli Sorger and Golda-Olga, his wife and
my mum. 


My
parents slit their wrists[6]
in that basement-prison. Mum swallowed “my” morphine, but the morphine had gotten
wet. It was too cold for the blood to flow freely; you would have to get into
warm water – Weronika Stangret told me after the war.


They
dragged my weakened parents to the Jewish cemetery in Obertyn where a grave was
already dug. Father took my weeping mother in his hands and when he got into
the hole, they were shot.


One
of the Obertyn Jews, who listened to Dymidow, the Soviet commander in Obertyn,
decided to escape with them to USSR (he now lives in Israel). He had courage to
go to Obertyn in the nineties and when he came back to Israel, he told me that there
was no cemetery, only a ploughed field. 


 


It
was sad news to know that my parents did not have a grave, but their bones had
been scattered across the fields.  I wrote a poem called, Sunflowers –
in my imagination, they are growing on the fields instead of macewa
(gravestone). 


 
















 


 


Sunflowers


 


 For
my mummy (04.05.1970)


 


The
sunflowers have bloomed,


The
springtime surrounds,


The
birds are singing tunes aloud


I’m
looking around, I’m calling out…


 


These
sunflowers so lovely


To
gaze upon delights,


My
memories all pure and sunny


Are
following you…


 


You
called me “Soniaczko”,


The
Polish say “sunshine”


The
sun, it is laughing out loud


But
my weeping heart cries…


 


The
sunflowers are blooming again


And
all around me is gold


Even
though the earth is all dressed up,


As
an orphan, sad I go…


 


* 
*  *


 


Cloudy,
autumn days have come


While
summer moments pass


The
sunflowers stand grey and black


Bow
their heads at last.
















 


 


In
the next part, I write about the way to Obertyn, hiding, and my fate until the
end of the war. I gave it the title, “God Looks after the Orphans (this it in
memory of my Mum, who often told me, “Don’t worry, Sonia, because God always
watches over and protects the orphans.”) My miraculous Rescue.” Some of the
memories mentioned in Part II, also appear in Part III –I want to emphasize the
significance of these moments, the hours in my life in that difficult time.


 


In
the first version, I wrote this text as Post Scriptum, i.e. as an addition to
what we, the Holocaust survivors, were asked of by Yad Vashem (The Memorial
Institute), namely to help with commemorating those who are no longer here. They
issued us, Witness Cards and suggested that we write about the people we knew
about where they lived. You could add photos (if you had them) and describe
when and how they died. You could even just write down their names, places, and
how you knew them. I filled out many cards about my family and others I knew. I
wanted to tell about my rescue, but after writing about the tragic memories
about those who didn’t survive the nightmare, I titled the writing about me,
Post Scriptum.


 











Part III


 







God Looks After the Orphans.



My Miraculous Rescue.
















 


 


 


 


Post scriptum


 


Night of March1, 1943 


(My 11th Birthday)


 


 


 


It
was raining and snowing one a stormy night in March 1943. The wind blew the
clouds so that it uncovered a piece of starry sky as well as a chubby moon that
sent down some cold light. My father saw that and shouted, ”Oh! Oh! Torches,
they are here, they are going to catch us. They are looking for us, and they
have found out where we are hiding. We need to disappear from
Słobutczyna.” I knew there was a path behind the field that led to the
forest where there was a widow’s house where we stayed for a few days. We were
doing well there. She had even fed us some festive food, “hominy with pork
crackling,” a delicacy in those times. I walked between my parents, holding
their hands. They once walked like this with me on the streets of Obertyn, back
then I felt secure and safe with them. Now, it was me leading them. Mum was
limping on her broken leg, and father was delirious. ”Hobyh gezukt cwej
cygelech...” I said, which means, “two bricks taken…” If they look for us
without the dogs, they would not find us. The road was muddy and the melting
snow and rain covered our footsteps.  


The
moon hid and there was only darkness. I knew there were small bushes alongside
the path, and that by walking by the bushes I would make it to the forest to
the hiding place. Father was delirious and really loud because he was scared.
It thought if father was scared that much,  it must have meant that our
situation was very dangerous; all the more reason that Mum began to cry and
moan while limping on her broken leg that was tied with some ropes (she fell
off the ladder and broke her leg when we were hiding in the barn). “Cwej
cygełech...,” “Two bricks...” – father was delirious, “Torches, oh! Oh!
It’s the end, they are chasing us.” 


 The
mud was terrible; Mum got stuck and couldn’t take her leg out the mud. My God,
I had to be their guide. They were so scared! I got scared as well and I lost
all confidence that I would get them to the hiding place. I used to find
support in my parents, now I had no one to rely on. “God, I can’t do it myself!”
I lifted my head up and looked for a piece of the sky; I imagine that the huge
clouds floating there would stop my prayer from reaching God. There was no sky,
no help, no path, or bushes; I was beginning to realize my father’s fear. I
walked with my head up, almost seeing something between the clouds (they formed
different shapes); I saw Gestapo’s heads and sculls. I was desperately looking
for some moonlight, it was so dark everywhere. Suddenly, the clouds were blown
away; I was looking for a bit of starry sky and a cloud formed in the shape of
a cross![7]
Olga in Słobutczyna, Grubiak’s daughter, taught me to pray to the cross. I
began to pray with my head up. “God, there are no torches, no Germans, no
Gestapo; it’s just wind, darkness, and mud. God on the cross, help me!” I did
not take my eyes off the clouds shaped like the cross. I saw it as a sign, and
some trust and peace entered my heart. Suddenly, the clouds were blown away,
the cross disappeared, and there was darkness again. The clouds blew in a
certain direction, so I decided to follow them, hoping to find the path to the
forest. All of a sudden, Father said, “I think it’s there.” He pulled me to the
left and I recognized a hill, a tree, a little house; it was small with only
one window and door. It looked like a henhouse or a pigpen, but a house
nonetheless. I ran with my parents limping behind me. I think Olga was right to
tell me to pray to the cross. God listened to me and I found the house. Stiff
from the cold, we stood in front of the door. Father couldn't wait and knocked
on the door, and then Mum and I knocked. I almost stopped breathing and my
heart was pounding heavily when the question came to mind, “Will they open?”
Suddenly, we heard a voice, somebody asked in Ukrainian, “Who is it?” I began
to shake and couldn’t say a word. Mum replies, begging, “Poor, lost people.
Have mercy and open the door!” In the house (a henhouse), the light from an oil
lamp was on a scruffy head pressed up against the window. Somebody wiped the
glass and then pulled back with the light. I could hear some banging and then
somebody took the latch off. With the door half-open, a scruffy man in rags
came out, lifted the oil lamp up to the level of our heads, looked at us, and
suddenly said, “Your Jews!” Then he closed the door in front of us. The lamp
went out. The door slammed the light snuff out. In my imagination, the mud is
not only under my feet; the sky is also one, big, muddy trail. Everything is
muddy and black; no hope, no bushes, no forest path, nothing; just cold,
horrible cold. All I wanted was just a bit of warmth for a moment.


 I
came off the road and started to lead my parents anywhere we could find warmth.
I saw another house, which I did not recognize. We went into the stable and hid
under the manger. Father recognized that it belonged to the widow who has a
hunchback daughter. It’s the one, who hid us for a bit before. Father gave her
his shoes and a winter coat – phloem shoes and sheepskin coat, which he used to
look like Hucuł. Father whispered under the manger that we could warm up
since she sleeps and doesn’t know anything. We’ll go when the wind stops and at
dawn, we’ll find the path to the forest. Unfortunately, I slept until dawn in
the warm stable! We heard voices – hunchback Marynia said to somebody, “Mum
went to Obertyn!” “Herst Goldele (listen Golda), we have to run away, it’s
almost day.” There were not houses or stables around, only an outlying straw
stick. “We’ll go there!” We managed and nobody saw us. We buried ourselves in
the straw; Father napped and Mum did my plaits again. We thought that we had
escaped, because “nobody saw us.” Unfortunately, hunchback girl’s mother saw us
and made an effort to inform the police in Obertyn.


 We
sat in that straw nest. Father was not the same man as he used to be and Mum
said, “God, we can’t do it anymore, send us death.” I put my head on Mum’s lap
and thought that she was right. What is this kind of life worth? If they come,
let them shoot. We only need “to set our heads right, so that they would get us
straight away and we wouldn’t suffer”; that’s what dad had taught us. Suddenly
Mum says to Father, “You know, Eli, April 3, I would be 43 years old.” She
drifted away in thought, and all of a sudden we heard the voice, “Ruki w werch”
(hands up). Somebody climbed towards us buried in the straw. Father, sitting
down, lifted his hands up and said in Ukrainian, “To uże?” (Is this it?).
The owner of the straw stack stood in front of us (the hunchback girl was
following as well), and a policeman came – (known to us, Police Officer,
Romanycia). It’s the same one that once met father in Hucuł clothes. He
recognized him then and said, “Sorger tikaj - ja tebe nie wydił.”
("Sorger, run away, I didn’t see you.”) It’s good that Romanycia came, but
in the company of a witness, he couldn’t pretend this time that he ”didn’t see
anything.”  Romanycia said to his companion, “Now, you can go.” 


 We
stayed with Romanycia, a Ukrainian policeman in the uniform of a German helper.
He waited calmly until we came down from the straw stick. I followed them. He
walked faster and so I started to walk faster (how did I find strength? – It
may have been fear). Somebody was using a plough with horses on the field.
Romanycia told the farmer to unhook the horses and harness them to the cart. My
parents and the policeman got on the cart. The cart moved on and I ran after
them, shouting, “Wait, wait!” I caught up to them with the last effort and
jumped on the cart. I was sitting on the straw in the back of the cart with my
parents while the policeman sat in the front on a seat. I remember them talking
about something in German. I especially remember Mum’s voice, which sounded
like she was begging, but I didn’t understand her. Suddenly, Romanycia turned
back to me and spoke, “Soniu ty znajesz, twoi sestry u mojej matery (Sonia, you
know, your sisters are hiding at my mum’s). We will cross the bridge in a
minute and you will get off the cart and hide under the bridge. I (Romanycia)
will come back to get you and take you to your sisters and my mum.” I didn’t
want to listen, I said, “What about them?” pointing at parents. Romanycia was
silent. Then my mum said honestly, crying, “Sonieczko, you have to live, you
have to live, rescue yourself.”  The word "live” sounded so strong in my
ears, that I understood it was my last choice. One of us had to stay, whether I
thought that I was staying in order to tell all about it later or not – I don’t
know, I didn’t think about it in that moment. We reached the bridge. Romanycia
told the cart driver to stop the horses. It all happened in no time. This is
the first time that I have been able to write about it because I have had a
life-long, eternal sense of guilt that I left them alone on that cart.











Separation...


 


I
jumped off the cart and Mum threw out a bundle of stuff. The bundle was tied
with  pink satin from my sisters’ bed throw. I waved goodbye. My throat was
dry, but to reassure them that I was grown and would manage, and so they
wouldn’t worry about me, I made a gesture with my hand. I’m not sure why, but I
pretended to drink from a cup. I wanted to let them know that I knew what they
had hidden from me – that they had my morphine and that they planned to poison
me as they had razors for themselves, which were sown into my father’s belt. I
gestured to Mum to drink my poison! Then I grabbed the bundle and the cart went
towards Obertyn.


It
was at the bridge near Żuków. I threw the bundle on the left side
of the bridge and I hid in some bushes on the right side. I was waiting. I
don’t remember how long, but suddenly I heard a cart rumbling on the bridge.
The cart stopped and the cart driver ran down under the bridge. He took the
pink bundle and was going to move, so I jumped out of my hiding place and said,
“You have to take me like Romanycia, the policeman commanded you! If he would
come to get me, and not find me, you will be in trouble.” The farmer told me to
come out, threw some rugged cloth on the bottom of the cart, and used a bag to
cover me. He arrived at his home just before evening. It was dark in the yard
and almost dark in the stable. The farmer told me to climb up to the stable
loft. The loft had a very low roof. Old baskets and “mounts” of chaff used to
feed the domestic animals were on the planking. I found a place behind the
“mount” and began to pray. For the first time in my life, I did the sign of the
cross, “In the name of Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” I was safe behind
“the mount of chaff.” I noticed that if somebody were to look through the
entrance of the loft, they would not see me. Suddenly, I realized that I was
alone. 


 











I Am Now Alone


 


I
had no courage. I tried not to allow the thoughts that I had to take over. Then
I tried to find something to catch, something I could rely on - this awareness
laid heavily on me. I told myself,  “Sonia, you have to be strong, you have to
survive, you can’t cry now. You will cry after the war and you will tell all
about what happened.” Then I realized the golden rays of the sunset coming
through the gaps in the planking. I kneeled down in front of these rays and did
the sign of the cross, “In the name of Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit” –
Grubiak’s daughter taught me this, she also let me read a Christian prayer
book. I learned the prayers, “Our Father” and “Hail Mary” – which turned out
later to be very useful. It was our secret. Even my parents didn’t know about
me sneaking out from our hiding place to see Olga or about our conversations. 


 The
rays of sunset reached my loft and I reminded myself that God lived in the
place where the sun was - in heaven. Mum used to tell me strange stories while
she was combing my long plaits - about fathers who were soldiers that didn’t
come back from the war and left their children orphans. She also sang a song in
Czech (during the First World War, as a young girl, she was evacuated to
Bukowina); that’s where she learned these sad songs. I always told her, “Don’t
sing Mum, because I have a headache.” I was in fact, embarrassed to tell her
that these songs moved me and made me cry. Then Mum would add, “Don’t worry
Sonia, because God always looks after the orphans and protects them.” I
remembered this sentence in the loft in Żuków. The rays of sunset
were coming through into the stable – into the loft, onto the chaff and the
rays looked like shiny lines on me. I thought, ‘Now I am an orphan’, so I said,
“God, Mum said that you protect orphans. Now I’m going to sleep and you protect
me.” It was March 2, 1943. After that night of wandering with my parents and
everything else that happened on that horrible night, I fell asleep out of
exhaustion. It was my 11th birthday (March 1, 1943).  


My
cart driver came in the morning; he wore my mum’s jumper, green with little,
brown, leather buttons. He said to me, ”We’ll see when this policeman will come
to get you. He gave me half a pita bread and left. I thought, ‘I have no mother
anymore.’ I imagined that they took this jumper off her, killed her, and gave
the jumper to him. Now, I think that the jumper was probably in the pink bundle
and the farmer didn’t give it back, but took it for himself (silly). Later on,
I found out that one night in the prison they were taken to, Mum drank morphine
and they both slit their wrists. Weronika Stangret[8],
with Antoni Tońko, tried to rescue them; it may have been possible (I
found out about it after the war from Weronika herself), but they slit their
wrists. In the morning, when they came down to get them in the prison basement
(the basement in my father’s brother, Josef Sorger’s house[9]);
my parents were so weak that they couldn’t stand on their feet. They took them
to the cemetery in Obertyn. Mum cried while a grave was dug. Father took her in
his arms, and then they shot them. Weronika explained it to me this way, the
morphine had perhaps gotten wet, and to die after slitting wrists, “one would
have to get into a bathtub with warm water, and then death would be quick
because the blood would drain faster.” Exactly one month after that, April 3,
my mum would have turned 43. She didn’t make it.











In My Hiding Place in the Loft


 


I
can’t remember precisely, but I lived in this stable loft in Żuków
until about the beginning of June. The cart driver’s mother – a simple woman -
kept coming to me to tell me that I needed to go because the policeman hadn’t
come to take me; and I kept telling her that Mum hid lots and lots of colorful,
wool fabric and lots of beads and that when the war finished I would bring all
of it to her so that she would have enough outfits and clothes. She believed
me. I was really hungry. I “talked” to God and asked him to send Romanycia to
come to get me. Sometimes my heart pounded and I had a dry throat, but I kept
telling myself, almost like I heard Mum’s voice (or God’s) saying, ”You have to
live, you will cry after the war, but now you have to be strong.”


 March
passed and April began. It was warmer and kids started to go out. They were
barefoot because it was a bit warmer. The trees budded, kids ran around, talked
loud, and jumped under the trees. However, I was hidden in loneliness and
silence; looking at them through the gap as they played, and I was jealous a
bit. It was mixed up with feelings of injustice. I was subconsciously aware of
this feeling of injustice, and I couldn’t handle it, so I asked God, ”God, why
is it this way? Why do I have to hide while these children run around freely?”
Straight away I heard the answer (which had Mum’s voice) “It’s not important my
child – the most important thing is to survive.” That sense of injustice ”sat”
with me and that’s’ why, when I looked back at it years later, I wrote a poem
about this unforgettable spring of 1943. (I write poems in Hebrew with “Latin”
letters. My husband rewrites them with real Hebrew letters. I have not yet
translated the poem “Two Springs” into Polish).


  I
was sitting and waiting in this loft in Żuków for Romanycia, who
never came. I had no water to wash and fleas attacked my long plaits and nested
in the seams of my only navy blue dress. The roof was low over the chaff so I
had to crawl (I almost forgot how to walk). I crawled to a wooden wall, where I
could look through the gaps at the coming spring, and at the kids, who ran
around happily and played. It was a bit risky to crawl to that wall, because it
was close to the entrance to the loft and the “mount” of chaff was a bit too
far away. 


Once,
when I was sitting near the wall, I heard a noise in the stable, somebody was
climbing the ladder. I quickly grabbed a big basket and hid behind it. Because
of fear, I didn’t realize that the basket was without a bottom, which meant
that I was completely uncovered. I saw that “somebody” was standing on the
ladder and looking around the loft. I froze and began to pray, ”God, you are
supposed to protect me, Mum said so, because I am an orphan, God, let this
person who is looking at me right now, not see me behind this basket.” God
helped. This somebody was looking for some goods hidden by the farmer, which
were meant to be for the Germans. He looked around without coming up into the
loft and so didn’t see me sitting opposite him, “under the basket.” He climbed
down the ladder and I thanked God for protecting me. Only when I calmed down,
did I realize my mistake. My faith in God kept growing and eventually became my
only refuge. 


After
this event, my cart driver came in the evening and said, “Your Romanycia forgot
you, I can’t keep you anymore. You have to leave.” He told me to come down from
the loft and led me through the village in silence. I walked in front of him
and kept falling down because I’d forgotten how to walk. My legs cramped for
months from lying in the loft and didn’t want to work. It was a dark night,
when all of the sudden, torches appeared from different sides, I heard voices,
and then the giggles of some boys. I think that my cart driver wanted to show
me off to his friends and told them about me so they could make jokes. I hid
somewhere (I can’t remember whether it was a tree or a place by somebody’s
house). It all happened quickly, but I ran away instinctively after I heard
these voices around me. 


My
cart driver was about 18-20 years old, that’s why he made jokes. I didn’t know
where he was taking me. After a while, there was dark and quiet again. The
farmer found me and said “Idemo”. Let’s go. “Where are we going?” I asked. “To
Obertyn.” He replied. I didn’t care. Life began to lose its meaning and sense
to me. I was indifferent about going to Obertyn, whether they would shoot me
there or not. As I was walking, I kept falling over and getting up, the farmer
walked behind me in silence. We reached the field – a huge field of grain. It
was a very high rye, twice as high as I was. The farmer said, “Only 7 km to Obertyn.”
I realized that I probably would not make it and asked him to leave me in this
rye field where I could hide and die without water and food. He thought for a
while and said, “Fine, go in the rye.” Then he turned back and left. I went
into this high, green, and thick rye. 











I’m Still In Hiding. Saved Again


 


I
felt safe. I wasn’t aware that it was close to the forest where wild pigs lived
and where a Jewish family from Obertyn, who hide in a hole, were killed with
sticks. I stayed 3 weeks in this field by the forest, left without water or
food. I licked dew from the ears of rye, drank milk which was in unripe grains,
sometimes I found little green sorrel leaves, and waited for the end of the
war. I “talked” to God all the time. When it rained and I got soaking wet, I
asked, ”Look how wet I am, will you send me some sunshine tomorrow so I could
get dry and warm, will you?” I was sitting like that in the company of
different beetles and field mice, comforting myself, thanking God for every
day. Years later (1980, in Israel), I wrote a poem about this hiding place in
the field, titled “Like a Mouse.” I was a way, like a mouse; the difference was
that the mice were free. 
















 


 


Like
a Mouse     (in Hebrew Kmo Chulda)  


















Like
a running little mouse


In
the chambers, boxes, bins


Far
away from evil people


A
little girl found a hiding place.


 


Building
a house in the field


A
house amazing in these days


Walls
were made from ears of rye


Roof
was made of moving clouds


A
floor make from sandy ground 


Stars
were like a clock in the sky


The
ticking clock, warned the mouse


Watch
yourself!


Watch
yourself!


Don’t
cry just yet here


Wait
until after the war ends,


And
now little girl


Peacefully,
quietly, 


Don’t
move, don’t cough


Watch
yourself in your house


Watch
your every move


Be
quiet at all times


Watch
over your sleep


So
you won’t shout out


And
alert your enemies


With
unnecessary noise…


 


But
you can - breathe


Dreaming?
Free to do


When
the fear creeps in


And
surrounds your soul


Pray
with all your heart – 


To
God in the highest


He
looks after you.


He
will keep you safe











.[10]


















 


One
time in the morning (which I recognized by the pink sky), I heard the clash of
chains. I sat down and waited. I had no strength to plait my hair, which was
unplaited for the night to try to keep me warmer. I sat there as if I was
frozen. I remembered Father’s saying, “When they beat you, make sure you offer
the pulse in your head so that you won’t suffer for long.” The noise of chain
clashing together was getting closer. I sat there as if I was frozen and
waited. Eventually, the approaching men found my place. There were four of
them, one was older, about 18 years old, and others were younger about 15/16
years old. They surrounded me and the older one said, “They told us there was
an old Jewish woman sitting here.” I replied, ”But it’s a small girl.” The boy
stood for a while, and then looked at his friends, kneeled down by me – or
rather opposite me and opened his rugged backpack made out of a bag. He took
out partially eaten pita bread and placed it in front of me. The other boys did
the same; each of them took out potatoes baked in the fire and placed them in
front of me (there were seven potatoes!). Then the oldest one said, “Why are
you sitting on the ground?” He used the ears of the rye to make a nest. Then he
stretched his arms towards me, picked me up, and placed me on this nest, saying
“sydy tak” (“sit like that”). Then the boys took their chains and left. I had
to quickly cover my tracks and move into a different place. The field of rye
was so big that it seemed to me, endless. I was running deeper into the field
and realized that God saved me again. I thanked him for that and trusted Him
that he was really protecting me as Mum said He would. 











Hope Saves Life


 


... and then the devil will take the
Germans and you will live...


 


 


This
hope gave me strength to persevere. I took my seven potatoes and pita bread,
which was black and green from baking powder. I kissed every single crumb
before putting it in my mouth and I told myself a well-known school rhyme,
“Rumianoje Buloczki” (“Ruddy Little Rolls”). It was a rhyming story about where
bread came from. From plowing, to sowing, to threshing through the mill to the
bakery – until you had ”ruddy little rolls”. I kept saying this poem to myself
so each crumb, which I kissed as it entered my mouth, could stay with me a
little longer. I slowly ate real food for a few days for the first time after
three weeks. When I ate nothing and only drank milk from the ears, I wasn’t
thirsty. The days became warmer, the sun was hot, the dew dried out fast, and
my thirst after eating this human meal kept growing. At night, when the dew was
still on the ears, I shook it off into my rubber snow boots that I wore. I
collected a few drops of this liquid, only enough to wet my lips – my thirst
was almost unbearable. I was weak, and I couldn’t even sit up. After three days
of lying down, I thought that it would be better to be shot than to be tortured
without water. I heard a distant voice “Gee-up! Gee-up!” I decided to leave my
hiding place and asked them to give me direction to the police station, because
I didn’t want to live anymore. Dressed in a navy blue dress and white snow
boots, I couldn’t pretend to be a Żuków girl, because they wore
folk clothes. I crawled up to the road. I went out with courage - uncovered in
the light of day (you couldn’t think about doing something like that, as the
region was now Juden Rein).


 On
the other side of the road, I noticed a man who was plowing his field. He was
actually coming towards me – the road separated his field from “my” rye field,
which I have just crawled out from. I stood up in front of him and said, “I’m a
Jew, my whole family perished, I’m the only one left and now I want to die,
show me the way to the police station.” The farmer (whom I cannot forget) had a
black beard and was about 40 – 45 years old. He was holding the handles of a
plough - I automatically looked at them, and thought about what they would do
to me. His arms were shaking and he had tears in his eyes – he asked me in
Ukrainian, "Dytyno, czomu ty choczesz umerty? Dywyś i żyto
wysokie, potom bude kukurudza, a potom pijdesz w lis, a potom
Giermańców czort wezme, a ty budesz żyty." In English,
”Child, child, why do you want to die? Look how high this rye is, then you will
have high corn, then you will escape to the forest, and then the devil will
take the Germans and you will live.” These words of a moved farmer made me
emotional, but I didn’t cry; I just felt some comforting hope. The farmer, who
now stood in front of me with his plough, looked at me with mercy – I uttered,
“I want to drink, give me a drink of water.” Hearing that, the farmer came to
life, called his son, and put a big bottle in my hands. The son told me to
follow him. I guess that hope of getting water and the warm words of a good man
gave me strength; I almost ran down the road, and then I saw it, a little pond
with clear water starting from the little brook! There was some mud by a rock
that had holes in it; they were traces of horses or cows’ hooves as they were
taken there to drink. I had no strength to reach the brook – I got to these
muddy holes filled with water and I drank, drank until the muddy bottom. The
son of the good man took the bottle I was holding, went to the brook, filled
it, and passed it to me. Later on, he showed me the way to water so I would
remember. I went back to my “nest” in the rye field, looked at the sky (and
squeezing the bottle which became my sauce of life) and said, “God, Mum was
right. You are really taking care of me. I will not perish now.”  


The
days were passing by. I got a rugged bag with a hole and I used it to cover
myself at night; the hole was over my eyes so I could watch the sky and
recognize the coming dawn by the colors. Sometimes, field mice looked through
the hole. I wasn’t afraid of this, but rather it gave me a sense of not being
alone. For a few days, when my good farmer (I don’t know his name nor surname)
was working in his field, his son brought me leftover food. When they had
finished their work, they stopped coming. I hoped that God would protect me and
give me encouragement and courage. My good farmer gave me a headscarf, which I
wore like a Żuków girl when I went to the brook to get water during
the daytime. However, my navy blue dress could’ve still given me away. Usually,
I went there first thing in the morning. 


 Once,
I went to get some water, and just after I’d left the rye field, I saw a cart
coming – it was about 200 meters away, however I kept walking and rushed down
to the brook. I heard the cart coming with a policeman sitting on it. I tied my
headscarf almost covering my face and sat in the meadow, where suddenly some
geese appeared and I found a stick. I waved this stick and sang. The cart
passed by without stopping. I was relived. I went to the brook, took some
water, and went back to the rye. Nobody came to me for a long time. 


On
another day when I wasn’t in my nest, the son of the good farmer came but
didn’t find me. He came again from the village the next day and we met in my
place. He brought me a piece of bread and said that when he had come the
previous day and had not seen me, he had thought that I had been eaten by wild
pigs, who had trampled a beetroot field that night. I began to trust people a
little bit more and I started to feel hungrier because I drank water, or maybe
it was because I’d had some food from the good farmer. I was starving and was
forced again to come out of my hiding place. 


 I
went out and saw two women who were weeding white beets (they weeded thickset
beets in order to get them grow even bigger). I sat down at the end of a long
patch. The women bending down were slowly coming towards me until they reached
the place where I was sitting. One of them stood up, lifted her head, and
noticed me. After a while, she wringed her hands and screamed, ”Lord! This is Sorger’s
daughter, she was so pampered,” she put her arms around me and told her
daughter (I guess it was her daughter), “Run quickly home…” and I didn’t know
what else. She ran and brought me folk clothes worn by Żuków girls;
a long linen shirt and two aprons in the front and back, called “fota”. She
tied a headscarf on my head in a Żuków way, told me to take off my
snow boots and throw them away and to walk barefoot. Then she said quickly, “I
have a rich neighbor that is childless; she has four cows and is looking for a
shepherdess. Go to her and tell her that your name is Hanka and that you come
from Słobutczyna, that you are an orphan (I also had a surname, which I
can’t remember). The woman who recognized me and told me I was a Sorger’s
daughter knew our house and my father. Being a photographer, the local farmers
would often come to him on Sunday, when they wanted a photograph for some kind
of occasion. I remember when they asked father, “Sorger szczob meni wsio
było wytko.” (”Sorger, remember that everything would be seen”). They
meant their new clothes, but the request had a double meaning and father
laughed saying, “Szczob meni wsio bylo wytko.” I mention this marginal detail
in order to explain why this good woman recognized me. She led me to the house of
her rich neighbor and told me not to tell her that she had sent me there. Then
she left. 


 











In A New Role


 


I
went into the yard through the gate and met the woman. I can’t tell you whether
it was in the yard or in the hall (emotions, excitement, fear, and uncertainty
created and still creates a black hole in my memory, especially now, when I’m
writing after so many years. There are small details that I recall, and yet
there are some, which I can’t remember at all) (this spot on my memory is
related to the past moment, rather than the passing years. Usually in moments
of huge tension a memory rather disappears – a black hole in my head).


 My
new hostess smiled at me. I was encouraged and said, ”Are you looking for a
shepherdess? I can look after your cows.” After a few short questions about my
name and where I was from, she hugged me and said that I would first have to
get changed and washed (the first time in a very long time). She washed my head
with paraffin – she saw my lice; she combed my hair for a long time and then
plaited my hair in a Żuków way. She showed me how I should stand
and behave, for example, how to keep my arms, which had to be dropped alongside
the body or clasped but shouldn’t rest on the hips! This is how older women behaved.
I listened to these exercises and tried to please her. Then she brought cheese,
butter and cream, a slice of bread, and told me to eat. I wasn’t used to such
delicacy now - I got a stomachache, but I couldn’t admit it. I went to the back
of the stable to cry. I got diarrhea. My bare foot got hurt with stones; dust
on the road became mud when it was raining and then wheels of the passing carts
made very sharp moulds, which dried out and made my feet bleed. I couldn’t
admit that I have never walked barefoot in my life. It was painful, but I got
used to the different tasks of my hostess and the “discomfort” of my new life.
The woman was very pleased with me, every day I took the cows to fields that
were far away. I watched from a distance how the workers worked for the Germans
on the white beet fields. When I was crossing the road, I tried to cover my
face with a headscarf. Anyway, this way of wearing a headscarf was common.
Covered forehead; you could see eyes, nose, and part of the cheeks; the chin
was almost covered as well. I was lucky in my new situation. My hostess was
happy that I was a total orphan (of course, she didn’t know what kind), she
once told me;”You are going to be my daughter and cuddled me to her side.” I
was only up to her waist (she was very tall and I was short for my 11 years),
then she took me to the “other room” where she had trunks. She opened the lid
and started to show me her “treasures” – colorful scarves with beautiful
embroidery. Embroidered Ukrainian shirts, stripy and colorful fata – a kind of
skirt made out of two separate, woolly  aprons – one on front and the second on
the back – which were held by a belt tied around the waist; the apron was put
over a long, embroidered shirt which reached down to the ankles. It was a folk
outfit. Apart from the clothes, there were also countless beads. The woman,
happy with me being there as an orphan, said to me in a warm, maternal way (she
had no children), “You are going to be my daughter –all of this will be yours.”
and cuddled me, however, I was choking with tears, because I knew I’d lied and
that I could not admit who I was, that each day was a gift and I wasn’t sure
how long it would last. I’m not sure whether this idyll lasted 5 days or a
week, because I can’t remember when I went there; I think it was the end of the
previous week. I stayed there until Saturday and then the Sunday came. My
hostess checked whether I knew “Our Father” and “Hail Mary”, the basic prayer
(which Olga Grubiak taught me); she dressed me up, and on Sunday sent me to the
Orthodox Church. 


 Church
was in the morning, and in the afternoon, I was supposed to take the cows to
the fields. I didn’t go inside the church, not even to the churchyard, I just
tied my headscarf up harder, bent my head, and stood behind the fence. My heart
was pounding like crazy, people started to leave the church just before the end
of the service, I was the first one to leave, and I went my hostess’ home. I
was really sad, for the first time since my parents’ death; I couldn’t control
the feeling of missing them. I forgot that I promised myself not to think about
these things not until the end of the war – suddenly, I wanted to hug my dad. I
couldn’t control myself and went behind the barn to cry out loud. 


 I
felt some kind of relief, wiped my eyes, and went to the hostess’ room. She
noticed that I had been crying and I told her for the first time that I had
frequent stomachache. After dinner, I went to the fields and it was empty
because people, including workers on white beets fields for the Germans, didn’t
work on Sunday. With the cows I passed through the village, when I got to the
field, one of the cows, whom I always had on the rope, stepped on my foot; all
the wounds cracked open, they bled, and I became strangely dizzy and dulled.
Was it perhaps a bad sign? (It turned out later that it probably was). I didn’t
care about pain. 











Still, God Has Not Forsaken Me…


 


I
can’t describe how long I was in the field, but I know it was before the
sunset, when from the top of the field I saw a crowd (I think all
Żuków) walking towards me. They were clearly approaching me. When I
saw my farmer and somebody else, who turned out to be a village administrator
(not sure about whom was in power); I understood everything. 


My
heart was pounding, but I also felt like I’d given up "to uże"-
“it’s time”; the words of my father when we were finally caught in March, rang
in my ears. My farmer took the rope from my hand in silence and took the cow,
other cows followed him, and the village administrator turned to me and said
“Idesz za mnoju.” (“You are coming with me.”) I followed him and the whole
crowd walked behind. I can’t remember this walk at all, whether anyone talked
or shouted something. I only remember that eventually I went into a room with a
big table and that there was a German officer sitting there. I remember he had
some kind of importance and did not wear a typical, round Gestapo hat, but a
field-cap. The village administrator was very pale (I remember it well),
putting me in front of the German sitting by the table. He commanded others to
take me to the other room. They took me there and locked me up. The crowd stood
by the house and peaked through the windows. They stayed there until it was
totally dark outside. 


Then,
suddenly my hostess ran in weeping, kneeled in front of the German, she kept
hugging, kissing, and begging, “Sir, this is my daughter, she isn’t a Jew!”
Then, she ran to me and said, “Child, say, please say ‘Our Father’. You know
it.” I looked at her and was ashamed that I had lied, I felt sorry for this
good woman, who bent over me and looked in my eyes as if she wanted to say,
‘tell them the truth, confirm what I said.’ I couldn’t lie anymore, there was
no point; also, I felt like I’d given up and accepted my fate completely.
Looking at my would-be “foster mum”, I said, “Hostess, I lied to you, I am a
Jew, please don’t be angry that I lied.” My hostess got up and left crying.
Later, I found out that she sent her husband to Słobutczyna. He galloped
on a horse there (it was about 8 km away) in order to find out whether the
family, which surname I had, existed. It turned out that they existed but
everyone died out long time ago and it wasn’t possible to have a descendent my
age. He came back to the village administrator and confirmed it. I don’t know
whether it was about me or perhaps he was scared for his life, that he had a
Jewish girl in his house, in a region that was already “Juden Rein”. The
village administrator was probably afraid of the same thing, that’s why he
looked so pale and scared. Again, I was taken and locked up in another room. It
was dark and quiet; the people standing by the windows had left. I was called
again to the room with the big table. My farmer was gone. The German sat by the
table with the village administrator next to him. 


 I
came in and was told to sit down. This was my first meeting with a German since
my time in the ghetto, where I had seen a German in a helmet with a gun and a
dog at the border, and I was so close to one – he sat opposite to me…. I was
sitting in silence – I’m not sure now if I was scared, but I remember this
feeling, “I’ve got enough, I don’t care.” There were only three of us in the
room: the village administrator looked at the German and me too. The silence
continued. The German spoke first. He said to the village administrator, ”Look,
I’m a soldier called to the war (then looking at me, even pointing at me); I
left daughters like her at home (I think, he said 3 or 4 daughters). I don’t
want to have anything to do with it (again pointing at me).” Then he stretched
his hands out over the table, pretended to wash them, and said, “Do what you
want with her, I don’t want to have anything to do with it.”


 Here
I have a black hole in my memory – I don’t know what happened in that moment,
what I felt, or what I thought. I know they told me to go to the other room. It
was late evening, maybe even dark, deep night. The door was opened and my
farmer came in. There was no German in the room with the big table, I can’t
remember if the village administrator was there. There was only my farmer who
said, "Sz..., sz... tychońko!” (Quietly) I went outside the village
administrator’s house. The village was asleep, dark in the houses, lamps turned
off. I was following him, not knowing where he was leading me – and he led me
to his house. My would-be Mum, the hostess, was there crying. Rushing, she put
butter on bread, two big slices; she wrapped some cheese and something else in
a scarf. Then she tied a bundle and wiping her eyes off with an apron, gave it
to her husband, who turned to me and said, “Idem – let’s go.” The hostess stood
there and cried, but she didn’t come up to me, or say anything.











Again In Obertyn


 


We
left home and it was dark and quiet. The village was asleep, whispering, I was
brave enough to ask where we were going, he only said, “sh-sh-sh.” I understood
that I had to be silent and just follow him. Finally, we left the village and
reached a road between the fields that lead towards Obertyn. I was used to the
darkness and I looked at the man who put down the bundle with food given to him
by the hostess before we left. He turned to me suddenly and gave me the bundle,
saying, Look – the village is behind us, and there, at the back of the fields
is a deep and wide forest – run to the forest, you will meet the partisans, you
will be saved.” 


 It
hit me so unexpectedly – I quickly remembered my hiding place in the fields by
the forest -  hunger, thirst, fear, and above all, such a complete lack of will
to live – I simply had no strength or wish to live. I turned back to the forest
and said, “I won’t go to the forest, take me to the police station in
Obertyn.”  The farmer didn’t reply; he kept carrying the bundle prepared by his
wife and walked in silence, I walked next to him. I don’t know what he was
thinking while walking. However, I said nothing and to this day I remember this
feeling – I’ve had enough, I don’t want to live like this anymore and
everything will end soon. I remembered feeling like a stone, indifferent… When
we got the edge of Obertyn, my town, the sky became pink – it was almost day.
By the Żuków road – Obertyn was on the left side – was my school,
which I had attended barely two years earlier. It was so-called “pidhotowka”,
reception class and first grade.


 We
approached the school at sunrise; a man passed by us. I cried when I saw the
school. My feelings of injustice and the wrong done to me flooded me with
tears. This is what I think today. Then, I simply cried and my “guide” said,
“Now it’s too late, this man who was passing by saw us, it’s too late.” We went
further, towards the police station. When we reached the street, where I
recognized my uncle’s house – my father’s brother (police was established
there), I told him that I would go by myself and I went straight to the police
station. 


 A
policeman ”received” me and took me to the basement. He put me in a dark room
and closed the door. I stood by the wall, making sure that I would not move; I
had an impression that I stood at the edge of a well and that I would fall in
it if I would move. I can’t remember how long it lasted. I guess, it was about
an hour before the policeman came to “work” (I came at sunrise). Then I heard
the rattling of a heavy iron basement door, someone was opening it. Suddenly,
my dungeon was opened, a tall policeman told me to come out. The iron gate was
wide open, he stood on the left side of the gate, I was opposite, on the right.
He was so big and broad-shouldered; I had to lift up my head to see him when he
was talking to me, ”Where did you come from? Who brought you here?” I replied
that I came on my own. I understood well the punishment for those who hid Jews
in the region free from Jews, so-called “Juden Rein”. I remembered well, that
he told me to escape to the forest, he wanted to rescue me, so why should I
tell who brought me over here. I kept saying stubbornly, I came by myself. The
policeman stood like a statue in front of me, looking at me while I stood
opposite him with my head up, looking into his eyes. I don’t know how long it
took, the gate was still open and I suddenly said, ”You are not closing it,
because you are trying to see if I will escape, but I came here by myself and
have no plans to run away!”


 In
this basement, the top half, almost by the ceiling was grating. The policeman
moved a plank –bed, which looked like a table to this grating, stuck a stool on
it, then came up to me, lifted me up and put me on this stool, then he used my
name (how extraordinary!); he said, "Soniuś sydy tut i dywys czerez wikno"
– “Sit here, Sonia, and look through the window.” There was no glass, just the
big grating and I was sitting by this “window” like a little animal. 


 I
guess there must have been a church fair in Obertyn as many people were walking
on the streets; the ones whom I could see, started to come up and stare at me,
I was sitting like a stone. My nannies, which used to look after me at home
came, Marynia and Karola stood by the grating and cried. However, I said
nothing as I remembered what dad had said about behaving with dignity and not
crying or begging. He always said that we did nothing wrong and that was why
when we were marching to the ghetto and the neighbors (some of them were really
pleased) were happy about it (I remember well this smile of the deacon’s
family, when we were leaving the house), Dad said, “Heads up kids, don’t give
them the satisfaction.” 


 Coming
back to my ”window”, I remember that I tried to ”keep my head up.” I was,
however broken when my schoolmates came up. They stood there, saying nothing,
just stood and looked at me and me at them. Then, they left and I was
overwhelmed by the same feeling I had when I walked by my school on the way to
the police station. I cried out loud after they’d left. I think it woke up
these feelings of injustice and wrongdoing that was done to me.


The
iron gate was opened at noon; the policeman came to get me and took me upstairs
to the commander in order to do a report. A slightly hunched and older
commander started to interview me. Where did you come from? I came on my own.
What do you mean ”on your own?” Who brought you over here? I replied that even
if somebody had brought me here, I would not say. Why? – asked the commander.
Because I know that you would punish him, so I will not tell. The commander made
a face and I understood that he liked my answers and it gave me courage,
otherwise I didn’t care. He took me to the very narrow corridor that had one
wooden side that resembled a wardrobe. Suddenly, the commander said, “So, tell
me Sonia, where did your uncle hide his gold?” I replied that I had no idea, do
you think that if my uncle hid gold that he would tell a little girl? After
all, I would blab it out. The commander was almost amused. He said to me,
”Let’s go back upstairs and we will write the report.” I was in his office
again. He sat down behind the desk saying, “Speak. What do I have to say, it’s
only, "Rosła sobi kwitoczka wy zirwały koronu, potom
łystoczki, a teper korińczyk." It means in Ukrainian, “A flower
was growing, you picked its crown, then  little leaves, now you have a root.”
This is my whole report. I don’t know what the commander wrote down. Later on,
he told the policeman to take me to the kitchen. There was a long table in the
kitchen; they put me by the table and I was given a bowl, I can’t remember what
was in it. Suddenly, Romanycia sat down opposite me (the policeman who told me
to jump off the cart, when he was taking my parents). He sat down and started
to eat, bending over his plate. He spoke to me without lifting his head or eyes
towards me, : "Soniu  zwitki ty sia tut wziała?" “ Sonia, how
did you get here?”, and I kept asking why have you not come to take me like you
promised, I waited 3 months in the attic. He answered, “Tońko was late, he
was supposed to take you.” We were whispering to each other. Suddenly, a
policeman came in - “Hucuł”, who conducted all executions, he probably
shot my sisters and parents. We heard about him back when we were hiding, he
inspired terror. 


”Hucuł”
came into the kitchen and began to wash his hands, standing with his back to me
and Romanycia said, ”You see, he pities you, he doesn’t even want to look at
you.” I remember this whole “scene” in the kitchen strangely. After the
commander’s report, I felt more relaxed and more grown up. I would say today
that it was an intuition, a good feeling. It was as I’m writing further. 


They
told me to go back to the basement. I was sitting on the stool by the window
with grating until it was completely dark. Then I sat down on the bed and
waited. Suddenly it seemed to me like it was night but it could have been only
late evening, the key rattled in the iron baseman gate and a group of young
boys stormed into the room alongside Weronika Stangret, the wife of Antoni –
Tońko. She came in and holding an oil lamp up as if she wanted to light up
the room for the boys so that they could find the plank bed to sit down. She
said, “Sonia, Sonia, God is with you, don’t be afraid.” She didn’t come close;
it was as if she was talking to herself. Then, she left. Good Weronika, she was
scared that I could repeat what my parents had done, who, in that very basement
had slit their wrists. These words poured hope into my heart, that if Weronika
was there, it all would be fine.  I found out after the war that Weronika had
met the wife of commander Worobec, whom she told about my “report” and about
the flower and both women decided to rescue me (till this day, I don’t know how
they planned it).  


In
the morning, four carts with horses arrived in front of the police station.
There were lots of people around. I became like a stone again, I didn’t care,
and all the time I thought that nothing would work out and that I’d be sent to
the Gestapo in Kołomyja…and that meant death! The boys from the basement
were put on three carts, 4 boys on each cart with the policeman watching them.
I was placed on the fourth cart with two policemen. One of them was Romanycia,
which for a moment gave me a bit of hope, and my hope grew as the carts went
towards Horodenka, not Kołomyja where the Gestapo were...


They
had to take the boys to work in Horodenka. 


It
was about 35 km from Horodenka to Obertyn. The carts with the boys moved
slightly away. Now, I was certain I was “going to die.”  I told myself,
‘Everything you see, what you are passing by, you are seeing for the last time,
the last time.’ The two policemen took some papers out and wrote something
down. I didn’t know at that time, but they had erased my name from the list and
put down the name of another, already dead Jewish girl, so that the list would
be in order. Then the policeman, Romanycia suggested that I eat something; he
was saying something about my sisters not refusing to eat. I reminded him that
he had lied to me about my sisters hiding at his mums in order to get me to
leave my parents. The other policeman told me that when he had been driving
with a cart through the fields in Żuków, he had recognized me. I
had been looking after geese by the rye field and he had pretended that he had
not seen me. I straightened up my headscarf and he said to Romanycia in German
(I understood) that I was tying the scarf in a Ukrainian way so I would look
less like a Jew. At some point, we passed by a roadside shrine. Romanycia said
to me, "Do you see this shrine?” I was like, “Why are you showing it to
me?” He said, “Nothing, just wanted to show you it.” The silence fell again. We
reached Horodenka and I was thinking all the time that my life was coming to an
end. The policemen suddenly made serious, scary faces; we were approaching the
city…


I
saw tall buildings, something like a multi-story hospital. We went into the
yard surrounded by a wall. A guard stood by the gate. All the carts stopped.
The boys, who were brought here to work, got off the carts and the policemen
went with them. Romanycia turned to me and said, “Sit here, we’ll be back
soon.” I stayed on the cart by myself, with a huge yard surrounding me.
Suddenly, I had a thought – escape!!! However, I saw a distant guard on the
gate. There was no hope. I don’t know how long I was sitting alone on the cart.
Eventually, they came – Romanycia and the other one who’d brought me. They told
me to get off the cart, I told myself, ”Well, Sonia, this is your end, and my
heart began to pound heavily. They told me to go with them to the gate where
the guard was. We went through the gate, and a cart came from the left and the
policeman stopped the cart. He told me to get on and they both jumped on,
sitting opposite me. They told the cart driver to go; I realized we were going
back to Obertyn. Romanycia turned to me and said, “Sonia, remember the shrine,
which I had shown you on our way here? We are going to drive up there and you
will jump off and go to the shrine, Tońko will come to get you.”
(Tońko was Antoni Stangret, Weronika’s husband). Can I describe what was
happening inside me? It was like a parachutist, whose parachute didn’t want to
open up after jumping off the plane, but it opened up suddenly, just above the
ground with only moments before crashing. That’s the only way I can only
describe what happened in my soul.


I
jumped off the cart and ran towards the shrine. It started to rain. I ran, but
it felt like I was flying. The words, “Sonia, you are alive! alive!” filled my
ears, my head, and my heart - I ran to the shrine. When I was close, I noticed
that somebody was there kneeling and praying. He didn’t pay attention to me.
There was a field of rye next to the shrine, not as high as the one in
Żuków, but enough to hide a little girl like me. Careful not to
leave any trace, I went deep into the field and squatted on the ground. How
extraordinary I felt at home. The same smell of green grains, wet soil, even
beetles and worms, my “housemates” from the Żuków rye. I felt like
one of them and fell asleep. Everything I had experienced from meeting the
German at the village administrators office, to the trip to Horodenka took only
3 days and nights. However, those days were so full of tension that when I
found myself in the field, “like at home” – I fell asleep. I was woken up by a
voice, “Sonia, Sonia!” I opened my eyes and screamed out of fear, “Chto wy!”
(Who are you?). The tall figure of a policeman stood over me with a slice of
bread – it was Romanycia. He said, ”Be calm, Sonia, wait, Tońko will come
to get you.” I fell asleep again. I guess, I slept well, because a day and
night passed by and eventually in the morning when the sky became pink and
before the sun was up, I heard the whistling of a bird, although, it was also
similar to human whistling. I was listening, but I wasn’t sure whether I could
leave my hiding place. Suddenly I heard a quiet voice call, “Sooonia!” I dared
to get up on my feet. I undid my plaits for the night because it was cold. It
didn’t warm me up but my loose hair did cover my back. When I stood up in the
field with my hair loose and with a pink sky in the background, Tońko
said, “Wow! You look like a ghost, like God’s Mother, she is rescuing you.” (He
told me about it later). Get on the bicycle, we are going to Obertyn. And
that was how Tońko took me on his bike for 35 km to Obertyn. 


 


  











Good People Appeared Again In My Life


 


It
was dark when we arrived at the nearest house of Grandma Gawliński, who
placed me in a storeroom. I was then put in her daughter’s wardrobe. The house
was opposite the Orthodox Church. On Sunday, when the window was open and I
would sit locked in the wardrobe. I heard her son Roman saying to a friend,
“There is a Jewish girl in our house.” When I told others what I had heard, I
had to run away again at night. I again went to Grandma Gawliński, who hid
me over the bread oven. I couldn’t stay there for long because the fear was
paralyzing. I can’t remember how I got to Stangret house where I was hiding in
the attic. I was sitting in this attic for some time. It used to be Dr.
Willbach’s house and Weronika Stangret (who rescued the doctor) was his nurse.
I spent about 3 weeks in this attic at Stangrets. The attic was high (not like
the one in Żuków), I could stand up and stretch my legs, “walking”
quietly as it was really big. There were many needles from injections around; I
played with them, trying to drag a thread through the needle hole. I used the
needle for my dress, trying to patch up the holes. It didn’t work at all.
Weronika would quietly bring me food. Once, the Germans came to Obertyn during
that time, I was in Weronika’s attic. Her husband, who was a good “artist”,
charmed the Germans and made them drunk, they all had fun downstairs whilst I
was up in the attic. The risk for this wonderful family was too big. I think
there was meant to be another German visit, because Weronika told me, asking
and apologizing at the same time, that I had to run away again. I had no place
to go… 


In
the evening, in complete darkness, I decided to go back to the Gawliński
family. I had to go through the town to reach them. I walked in the middle of
the road so I would not meet people on the sidewalk. It was a bad idea because
it could have brought me even more attention. Even today, when I think about
this short walk from Stangrets to Gawliński’s, I shake and feel
overwhelmed by fear that squeezes my throat and paralyzes me. I wasn’t brave
enough to going into the Gawliński flat, so I went into the stable and hid
myself in the manger. In the morning, Ludwik Gawliński came to feed the
cows and saw me in the manger. He turned pale, said nothing and left… I was
helpless, I didn’t know what to expect.


In
the attic at Stangret, I’d found a locket among the needles. I hung it around
my neck using a string I’d found. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I knew that
Christians wore them on their necks. When Weronika brought me food in the
attic, she noticed the locket and had tears in her eyes. She smiled at me and
said, “Do you know what you have hanging around your neck?” I said, ”A locket
and she said, “This is Mary – God’s Mother, she will rescue you… I decided at
that point that if I survived, I would become a Christian and take the name
Mary. 


I
reminded myself in that Gawliński manger that I had the locket and
squeezed it strongly, waiting for my fate. In the evening, Gawliński took
me into his house and put me to bed with Cesia and Stasio. The kids knew me, we
used to play together, but dad Gawliński said, ”Remember children; this is
Marysia from auntie Kolankowska.” In the morning, he sent me with his two
children, Staś and Cesia, to Kamionka, 9 km from Obertyn through the
fields to his sister, Kolankowska. A few kilometers from Obertyn, where the
danger of me being recognized was much smaller, we went to the road and asked
the passing cart driver to give us a lift. He let us and we arrived at Kamionka.
The auntie (Anna Kolankowska) took me inside. She was a widow and had a
bachelor son, who lived with her as well as a married daughter and a little
granddaughter (my age). They introduced me to the girl as Marysia from Auntie
Gawliński. 


The
house stood quite far from any other houses. It had a big farm surrounded by
orchards. (You could say that I wasn’t actually hiding). I was known as
“Marysia”, a relative and I walked freely to the field and cut chaff. I helped
around the house, played with the granddaughter of my “auntie”, and I even
argued sometimes with her. After an argument, I would run offended to the room,
where barrels with fermenting barley were. They made vodka – so-called
moonshine – out of it. I allowed myself to be a child a little, until one day
the auntie told me off so, I reminded myself of my situation and changed my
behavior.  I mention this detail to mark how good these people were to me.


The
fall and the winter of 1944 passed. The spring of 1944 arrived and the orchards
started to turn green. The trees blossomed fast, and hope was rising in my
heart that everything would be fine. Until something happened… Władzio,
son of Auntie Anna came in the house pale and almost shaking. I can still see
his face to this day. He whispered something to his mum and she came up to me
and said, ”My child, you are very dear to me, but I cannot risk the life of my
son – my family, you need to run away.” I remember this moment very well; when
you feel that your heart has broken off and is falling down to your feet, and
the stomach rises up into your throat. When you feel that the ground under your
feet is disappearing. It turned out that Władzio had brought news that in
Kamionka, a place hiding Jews was found. They dragged them all outside along
with the family hiding them. Firstly, they shot the Jews and then, they shot
the whole family including children. 


Władzio
had a right to be scared for his and mother’s life, and I had no right to risk
it. I rapidly understood both their situation and mine. There was nowhere to
go. However, I knew I had to leave the house. There were about five orchards
surrounding the house. Old and wide apple and pear trees that could become my
hiding place. If not, there were thick currant and gooseberry bushes. Getting
to the point, it was a good place. Green fruits appeared on the trees, and so I
hid in the orchard. They knew nothing about it. They were probably relieved
when I left the house. But as for me, I just wandered around the orchards and
kept changing places. 











Freedom Is Coming


 


One
day I was brave enough to go to the orchard nearest to the house. I wanted to
see from a distance what was happening there. I was lying under an apple tree,
hidden in the high grass. Suddenly, I heard a horrible noise, which drew closer
and louder. I remember the bang of iron the most, then the noise went quieter
and I heard startled chickens, which were clucking! 


I
crawled almost to the fence separating the orchard from the house’s yard. I saw
tanks of Soviet soldiers by the yard and the soldiers were running around
trying to catch the chickens. I couldn’t believe my eyes – I understood that
there were no Germans, no hiding place, my life was saved!! The nightmare
finished! I crawled under the fence and climbed on the top of it. A soldier
noticed me; he came up to me and lifted me up onto the tank. He gave me a hat
and a round tin (for the bullets). He laughed, shouted out joyfully and I felt
like I was in a dream. I still couldn’t believe that the nightmare German war
had ended. The soldiers stayed there for a few days. They went into the storage
without asking and took grains, flour, beans, anything that was there. They set
up a workshop in the barn to repair various things. Once, I found in the yard,
an object similar to a pear, it had an iron, crated “skin”. I thought that the
soldiers lost something and I needed to take it to them. I picked this
“something” up and decided to take it to a soldier in “the workshop” in the
barn. I went in through the loose planking (it would be difficult to call it a
door); I lifted my hand with “the pear” and showed him what I brought. The
soldier had no shirt, only a t-shirt, he was bending over something when I came
in, suddenly he got up and became pale, came up to me very “carefully” (I
noticed it) and took “the pear” out of my hand. It turned out that it was a
grenade. The Guardian Angel saved me again from death.


It
was already June 1944, the soldiers left Kamionka and went towards Berlin; like
in 1939, and they walked days and nights. The Germans didn’t give up easily. In
Kamionka, Władzio made a shelter in a place where they kept potatoes for
the winter. When they started to bomb Obertyn, which was a strategic place,
Gawliński family went to the sister in Kamionka. We saw planes over
Obertyn from a distance (the surroundings was very flat), I remember that the
planes looked like mosquitoes from a distance. We all sat in the potato shelter
with a picture of Mary. For the first time in my life I heard the litany and
“Under your protection.”, recited loudly by everyone. It’s interesting, and I
have to point out what came to my head at that moment – looking at them I
thought, “Well, now it’s not just me hiding, everyone is scared, so this is
“justice” (childish philosophy). The bombing was getting worse, the war was
intense, and the order came for people to be evacuated to Kołomyja. 


All
of local population moved towards Kołomyja. They walked with cows,
bundles, and carts. I joined the Gawliński family from Obertyn and
“auntie” Anna from Kamionka. I walked with them to Kołomyja. It was the
second time I’d marched to Kołomyja. The first time was when I walked with
my family to the ghetto, now I walked as an orphan with strangers. The first
time involved only Jews, now we all were refugees. Among them (how strange), I
met a women, who told me that she came from Żuków and during the
harvest, she found two “nests” in the fields. It was my hiding place. The most
puzzling thing was that the woman told me that she belonged to the
Gawliński family. Today I think that it was written in heaven, that God
would use this family to rescue me.  


In
Kołomyja, we – together with the Gawliński family and other refugees
– were placed in the barrack on Tarnowski Street. The Soviet Soldiers walked
days and nights, the Lorries and tanks drove. Mr. Gawliński employed me to
look after his cows. They needed to be taken to the meadow next to the river.
Once, these cows scared by the tank noise, escaped to Tarnowski Street. I was
helpless, the soldiers helped me to gather them, and I went to the meadow. The
German air strikes were aimed at the railway stations and tracks. Sometimes the
bullets would fly into the meadow; I hid myself in small trenches, dug out
previously by the soldiers. The bullets were flying on the grass and bounced
like rain drops during a downpour “jumping” in a puddle. Sometimes, something
bigger fell in the river making a huge fountain. I got used to it and I can’t
remember being scared, it was almost funny, because the air strikes happened
daily, usually at the same time, and when there was no fountain and bullets
bouncing on the grass , I was surprised. 


Next
to our barracks on Tarnowski Street, in a beautiful post-German house, lived
the whole Gaczyński
family. Their daughter, Marysia looked after the goats, and when we came back
from the meadow, we met at the well to water the animals. Marysia didn’t go far
to the meadow but rather she took the goats to an area close to the house.
Sometimes we collected conkers together and we covered ourselves with branches
and ran around pretending to be broken off the trees branches. When the air strikes
began and we didn’t have time to hide, we laid down flat on the pavement. Once,
during an air strike, we ran into a big building – it turned out that it was a
hospital – empty, without people. There were iron bed frames without bedding,
stained with blood bandages were on the floor. Emptiness, blood, and pain – the
true image of war. I’m writing about it because even though I was barely 12, I
can’t forget that hospital. It was as if the injured soldiers were rushed out.
After collecting the conkers, we came back - I went to the Gawliński’s
barrack, and Marysia went to the beautiful Gaczyński house. 


For
a while, every time I met Marysia by the well, she tried to convince me to live
with her and her family. This conversation went like this: (I called myself
Marysia at that time). Marysia, “You have such ugly clothes and you would have
nice clothes at our house.” I replied that after the war, Mr. Gawliński
would give me nice clothes. Next time, again by the well – Marysia
Gaczyński, “If you would stay with us, you could go with me to the school,
the holiday is nearly over.” I replied, “After the war Mr. Gawliński will
come back to Obertyn and I will go to the school.” 


At
the third meeting by the well, Marysia Gaczyński, ”You know, my mummy said
that if you would stay with us, you will go to the priest to learn and you will
become a Christian.” This was an amazing invitation for me. I didn’t want to be
a Jew after what I had gone through. I will be like Marysia! Without a word,
not saying anything to Mr. Gawliński, I left the bucket full of water by
the well and went with Marysia to her house. My hair full of lice was cut
immediately, I was bathed, received a nightdress – white with pink flowers and
a clean white bed. For the first time after many, many months I felt at home –
and I said it out loud, “God, it’s like at home!”











The Baptism


 


After
two days, I attended the first catechism lesson with Father Ignacy Szuba – a
Jesuit. I remember the strong scent of a fir tree and incense in the monastery.
Father Szuba welcomed me kindly, taught me, explained, and asked me to repeat,
and then he checked what I knew. The month of August passed by in that way. On
September 2, 1944, my baptism was planned. Father Szuba told Priest Prelate,
”This child knows a whole-years school material; she took it in within a
month.” That was true. I knew everything by heart without understanding it; but
the desire to be baptized was huge. Priest Prelate wasn’t positive about Father
Szuba’s request, who wanted to baptize me, because he wanted to lead the
Baptism ceremony himself. Mrs. Gaczyński made me a white dress, she
borrowed white shoes from somebody, and made me a coronet from asparagus, and
we went to the Parish Church. All of this happening around me was like a dream
come true. 


 


There
was another candidate for the baptism waiting in front of the church entrance.
It was a girl, about 18-20 years old. The Prelate came up to us, gave us a
stole to hold and we both, while holding it, recited, “I believe” (Credo),
entered the church, and stood by the baptismal font. I was so moved that I
can’t remember everything that happened… 


I
only remember that I bent my head over the font and water was poured on my
head... I can’t even remember whether I received Holy Communion. When I went
out of the church, Father Szuba was waiting for me. He was moved and had tears
in his eyes. He gave me a commemorative picture with the writing “The
Remembrance of the Baptism and First Communion.” Oh – so there was a communion.


My
decision, which I made in the Weronika attic, was fulfilled on September 2,
1944 in Kołomyja. I received three names on my Baptism: Maria Krystyna
Zofia. This “Zofia”, as Mrs. Gaczyński suggested, was for me to remember
that I was once Sonia…


 


 


Mr.
Gawliński became my Godfather. When I was little and we lived in the same
house, playing with his daughter Cesia, I called him Dad. Now he became my
Godfather – Dad. This made him feel better, because he was angry with
Gaczyński that they craftily took a shepherdess away from him, without
even asking. 
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Elżbieta
Gaczyński my Godmother


 


 


[image: 96.jpg]


Maria,
Krystyna, Zofia , 


this
third name was to remind me that I once was Sonia


 


 











A Usual Day at the Gaczyński’s


 


Now
I began a new life as a shepherdess. As instead of cows, I looked after goats.
I told Mummy Gaczyński that my mum hid things at different people’s houses
in Obertyn. One day, Mrs. Gaczyński sent her 15-year-old daughter and me –
12 years old - to Obertyn. Both Marysia and I walked 25 km from Kołomyja
to Obertyn. I remember this walk. You could only walk on the road because there
were mines on either side, in the trenches and fields. The Germans had left
mines and there were many accidents. When we reached Obertyn, the first thing I
did was go to church. There was a huge breach in the ceiling; I was told that
it was caused by a missile, which had destroyed the vicarage as well. It was my
first time in this church. When I was 6 years old, I stood behind the gate,
puzzled by the singing and lights that I saw from a distance, a boy came up to
me and said, “Go away, it’s not for you, Jew.” I told myself then, that I would
come back here and now I had done it. When I left this damaged church, people –
Poles who found out about my baptism (Marysia blabbed out), were moved and
pleased that I didn’t get killed, but a Ukrainian lady came up to me and said,
"Ty szcze żywesz?" (Are you still alive?)


I
remembered a little bit about where my Mum hid her things. Mrs. Kilarowa gave
me back a duvet and pillow covers embroidered by my mum. My nanny, Frania
returned two sheepskin coats (like the Zakopane ones with embroidery) and
somebody else gave me back my Mum’s fur. 


I
felt hurt, but I didn’t complain when both daughters, Jasia and Marysia wore my
sisters’ sheepskin coats in the winter. Mummy showed off in my mum’s fur, while
I was sent to UNRA[11]
and got a military greatcoat that reached to the ground, as well as big
military boots. However, the most hurtful was the fact that Mummy, with her
daughters, went to church every morning and
twice on Sunday. They attended morning and evening vespers and I had to tend to
the goats. I planned to meet Father Szuba to complain, but I didn’t make it
because he suddenly disappeared. I heard from people that he said, “This wine
is exactly the same: the other one was brown, this one is red.” at the sermon.
He apparently had to leave as the Soviets were in power at that time and they
could have found out what he had said from their informer’s eavesdropping.
Father Szuba reminded me of my father’s kindness and that was why I felt again
like an orphan after his disappearance. He respected Mrs. Gaczyński and
her daughters, but he knew nothing about how they treated me. I understood
enough to know that it wasn’t right to take Holy Communion every day and beat
an orphan. Then I found another way to comfort myself…


Once
I got a terrible beating because I mixed up the pots. The red one was for
milking the goat Starucha, the blue one for the goat Białosia, and I mixed
them up. Mummy beat me so badly that I ran away to the goats’ shed to hide. The
two goats ran after me into the meadow like two dogs, but instead of protecting
me, they started to hit me with their horns. I felt deep despair at my
loneliness. Another time, Mummy was called to the school. Maybe I complained to
my teacher (I can’t remember). When she came back from the school, she grabbed
a log lying down by the oven, came up to me, and began to beat me with it. I
held onto the door knob and imagined how Christ was tied to the pole and
whipped. She beat me and I didn’t even squeak which made her even madder. I was
so bruised, that in school I asked my classmate not to sit too close to me
because even the smallest accidental touch was extremely painful.


This
is the time to explain Mrs. Elżbieta Gaczyński’s behavior and her
reasons to adopt me. In 1939, when the Soviets invaded Kołomyja, Stefcio
Gaczyński, their son, wrote down on the board in fifth grade, “Poland has
not perished yet.” That day, the entire fifth grade was taken deep into the
USSR. Stefcio didn’t come back home from school. Mrs. Elżbieta
Gaczyński decided to appease God. She made a decision that she would adopt
a Jewish child, baptize it, and God would give her beloved son. Instead, I was
that Jewish child. This explained why Marysia Gaczyński stubbornly kept
inviting me by the well as she was sent by Mummy. This is the rest of the story, which I heard from others. 


 In
Siberia, Stefcio met Mrs. Gaczyński’s brother, who was there with Anders
Army collecting the exiled Polish children (Ordonówna wrote about it).
Stefcio walked with Anders Army towards Palestine, but on the way, when the
army stopped in Persia, now Iran, Stefcio got pneumonia and died. When my new
Godmother found out about it, she showed me lots of evidence of her
disappointment. Even though she didn’t treat me well, I owe her that she
“fought” for my education. 


The
schools in Kołomyja were opened in September 1944. I was 12, but I had
only done one grade before a 3-year break. She asked that I be put into the
third grade. After attending a Ukrainian school, I had a problem with Polish
letters: Polish p – Ukrainian r, Polish m – Ukrainian t, etc. However, it
wasn’t the saddest thing. In the area surrounding Kołomyja, even though
under Soviets control, the nationalist Ukrainians (so called “Banderowcy” –
“Bandera-men”) started to persecute Poles (there were no Jews then). They burnt
houses and barns in the villages and murdered entire Polish families. When they
started to murder people in Kołomyja, the Gaczyński’s (like many
Poles) decided to go to Brzesko, near Krakow, where they came from. This was
when I finished my few months’ education in third grade. 


Krakow
was liberated, so we could go there. The journey took 3 weeks in a cattle
carriage. At the border in Przemyśl, the transport stopped and waited for
permission to enter Poland. There was another train with cattle carriages, and
young German soldiers looked through little windows with barbered wire – the
train was going to the east. Next to the train was a round ditch with a
barbered wire fence, full of mud; I could see Hungarian soldiers in it (I
recognized their uniforms, as I remembered it from their stay in Obertyn). The
nurse who was looking after our transport collected bread from people, she
threw it through the wire to the Hungarian soldiers, and they tried greedily to
catch it. I felt sorry for them and I was sad because it was another hideous
image of the war that stuck in my memory. I remember that one day when we
waited at the railway station in Przemyśl, I saw two armed men with white
and red armbands escorting a man with a big backpack. It turned out it was a
Bandera-man (Ukrainian nationalist), who had a bunch of grenades in this
backpack and planned to blow up a Polish transport of refugees. Personally, for
me it was another moment of being saved. How many times
had I nearly died since the war broke out? Good God again gave me life. 


We
arrived in Brzesko. There was no Gaczyński house anymore. Only a field was
left, and a concrete factory had been built on it. The whole field was covered
with stones. The situation was very difficult. We were hungry! Mrs.
Gaczyński decided that the field would
become a field again and promised, “Here, we are going to grow potatoes,
tomatoes, cabbage, and the whole richness of the earth.” It turned out later
that she was right because from this barren soil we picked huge tomatoes and a
6-kilogram cabbage. However, I will write about it later.


Despite
the difficulties, Mrs. Gaczyński remembered about my education, so I was
admitted to the school. Since September, I had only done 5 months in third
grade in Kołomyja. We reached Brzesko during the same school year. My
mummy again convinced the school board that, in Kołomyja, there were
higher educational standards and that as a 12-year-old, I would have to finish
primary school with peers of the same age. I made it. Therefore, I began third
grade in September 1944 (skipping second grade). In the same school year, in
April 1945, I started fourth grade, and in May and June, I was moved to fifth
grade. I could only study during school breaks, because right after school, I
had to go to the field and pick up stones until it was evening. I was happy
when it rained, because I could study in the field under a tree, under some
kind of cloth. I passed the exam. I did sixth grade in 1945/46 school year, and
finished seventh grade in 1947. My whole education in the primary school looked
like this: 


 


1).
Pidhotowka –reception class


2).
First grade


3
years break during the Occupation


3).
1944 to June 1945 (grades 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th, together in one
year)


4).
Sixth grade


5).
Seventh grade


 


I
did primary school in 5 years!


 


Thanks
to Mrs. Gaczyński and her daughter Jasia, who helped me with my lessons
and thanks to understanding teachers, I graduated from primary school with my
peers in 1947. 


One
more little memory…I started to write poems in sixth grade. Wealthier friends ate
rolls with ham during school breaks while I starved. Other girls like me went
up to these girls asking for a “bite”. I couldn’t do it, but it was easier to
write them a poem in exchange for a roll. 


My
life after finishing seventh grade involved working in the fields, tending the
goats, and other house chores. I didn’t want such a future. A friend, whose
auntie was a nun in Jordanów, told me that there was an orphanage
called, “Our House”. I wrote a request to the Education Authority in Krakow to
refer me to this house run by Sisters Prezentki. My request was accepted. I
moved to “Our House” and began studies in high school. After four years, in
1951 I passed Matura (the final exam).











"Our House"


 


I
arrived at the orphanage in Jordanów like a “petrified little animal.” I
hadn’t received warmth or understanding of my tragedy while at the
Gaczyński house. No one asked me about anything, I did all my chores and
duties in fear, bearing inside the terrible heaviness of war experiences. I
distrusted people and was uncertain about my future. I missed the family that
was no longer there. I longed for warmth and affection after losing my parents,
but no one showed it to me. The burden of what I’d experienced was huge.


In
this condition, I went to “Our House” and met Mother Józefa
Szypuła, who spoke to these words to me, “Krystynko, my dear chick”, she
showed me love, affection, and understanding; thanks to her, I recovered my
faith in human kindness. She showed me a reason to live, and taught me to have
a heart of joy and peace. She taught me love and affection towards the ones who
need it. I owe her so much because to me she became the person I had lost – a
very affectionate and kind mother. Years later, I wrote a poem for Mother
Józefa: 


 


For
Mammy Józefa Szypuła


 


Your
were so thoughtful


Of
my life and worries


Your
soothing words


Are
echoing in me today.


And
your kind heart


Pounding
for the orphans


Which
you have called


“my
dearest chicks”.


 


I
have grown up


And
have my own children


Feeding
with the love


You
taught me there.


 


You
are no longer here – 


You
are probably in heaven,


And
for all your goodness


As
deep as the ocean


God
will give you crown


My
dearest Mammy.

















 


In
that house, my faith grew. I was baptized at Gaczyński’s, but I lacked
knowledge. I knew the catechism by heart, without understanding much and I
really wanted to deepen my knowledge. Here, with the Sisters’, I read the
biographies of Saints in my free time and I learned to follow them. I was
especially amazed by Saint Theresa of the Child Jesus… I copied her prayers and
poems and I wanted to be like her at all cost. The sacrifice, love, care, and
affection of the beloved sisters restored my faith in human kindness. The
frequent chats with beloved Mother Józefa Szypuła; and Sister
Urszula’s example of humbleness, who worked hard in the kitchen for the 60
orphans; Sisters Marta, Benigna, and Klara – doing laundry for 60 orphans!! All
the sisters who looked after the orphans will stay in my memory forever, I will
be forever grateful in my heart. I owe them as much as the teachers from high
school for what I have become.
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 from
left: Sister Józefa Szypuła, Krystyna, and the children before the
procession. “Our House” in the background.


 ”Our
House” was run by Sisters Prezentki. It was, as I have previously mentioned, a
true conservatory full of love, goodness, care, and effort. They provided as
much as possible, all the things an orphans’ soul and body lacked. Girls of all
ages, gathered from the whole of Poland, lived in the orphanage, “Our House”.
They were the children of war; hurt, disappointed, and distrustful towards
others because they only experienced the evil and injustice. There was a great,
motherly love there, enough for all. The manager of the house, Mother
Józefa Szypuła was always ready to listen to complaints, to calm
down anxiety, to disperse doubts, cuddle, stroke, and tell off when it was
necessary. Along with all the other dear Sisters who tried to help us to trust
people again and to instill hope for a better future. 
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With
Mother Szypuła after many years

















 


 


I
took lots of moral treasure out of “Our House”. Still, something was missing. I
don’t know whether I was aware of it then, but I did understand it much later.
In “Our House”, a Father was missing – this masculine authority, which is
enjoyed in every normal family. Clearly, it’s a natural need of every child and
even a grown-up person. I personally felt this lack of a father, who died
during the war. 


 











Private Co-Educational Gymnasium


(It changed its name
into the Grammar School)


 


I
was admitted to the Private Co-Educational Gymnasium for the school year
1947/48. I received a place in the first grade, so-called equalizing. I don’t
know the origin of this name, but I am aware that there were many things that
needed to be equalized in the post-war period. The students were from various
environments. Often they were one or two years older than the other students in
the same grade. They studied in many different ways during the war, sometimes
they didn’t study at all. The gaps needed to be filled to make up for the years
lost. You felt gaps in everything, everywhere. We had no books; whole pages of
material were dictated to us, which we were meant to study with to prepare for
the exam. We lacked classic literature books. Often, one acquired book would be
passed between both classes ”a” and “b”. It happened that not everyone was able
to read it in time and that was why we used a summary to study. Our respectable
teacher showed lots of understanding, and despite various shortcomings, there
was a bright, nice, almost family atmosphere there. It wouldn’t be an
exaggeration to admit that, for me, this school was something more than just a
place to study. I was an orphan without a family and our school in a way,
replaced my home. This attitude and memory is very subjective, but sincere
because everything I’m writing about is true and happened in the Grammar School
during the four years I was there. This atmosphere in the school existed thanks
to our good teachers. They created it and made an effort to deliver not only the
knowledge, but also through their big-hearted approach, helped us with our
emotional well-being as well, which for many of us was shaken because of the
war. 
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Breakfast
at the Gymnasium – milk and a bread roll for everyone
















 


 


They
tried to provide us with everything. I remember for instance a second breakfast
in the school, one for our students and a second for the students of the
neighboring primary school. This warm cup of milk and a bread roll was for
many, their only meal of the day. Our janitor, smiling kindly, fed the hungry.
The youth came from various local places and sometimes (like us girls from the
orphanage), from the whole of Poland. Let me say that it was a gathered “herd”
that needed to be organized into a uniformed group. School hats for the boys
and berets for the girls were introduced. In my opinion, the most important
were navy blue aprons with a white collar for the girls. Under this apron, you
could hide poor clothes and feel equal to those friends whose fate had been
more gracious. The poor girls felt better with a school uniform. Personal
dignity, community, and acceptance were important psychological needs for
everyone, especially young people, who were post-war castaways like me. A
little bit later, other uniforms were introduced for special occasions. 


My
moral attitude was shaped by both the sisters in “Our House” and by our
teachers. Because I really missed my father, I highly appreciated my teachers
in the Grammar School, who subconsciously reminded me of the father and who
fulfilled this role for me. I trusted them, valued their advice and
suggestions, which sank deep into my memory and were useful in the coming
years. Today, I am extremely grateful for that. 


Professor
Ludwik Bałda was our first teacher for two years, later on professor
Tadeusz Gwiazdonik also taught us; they stand alive in front of my eyes like it
was yesterday. Professor L. Bałda was the teacher of our first, equalizing
class and the ninth grade. He taught us Polish language and drawing. He was a
Polish teacher and an artist, a painter. He taught us both subjects in an
interesting way. For example, when he was teaching us to draw, he started the
lesson by reading a story. When we were just about to tidy up our paper and
paintbrushes, prepared beforehand, he closed the book and told us, “Well, now
each of you draw something that you remembered from the story.”  We often went
outside to the Jordanów hills to draw the landscape, freely, “as it is
seen by each of you.” This free drawing without limitations, without teacher’s
views, had a huge educational meaning. In my opinion, this approach taught us
the responsibility for the choice of subject matter and its execution.  


In
a similar and interesting way, he took the polish language lessons. I remember
very well “The Year of Mickiewicz,” which was celebrated in our school because
it had been a 150 years since the Bard’s birthday. Bałda was responsible
for arranging an evening of poetry. He brought a volume of poetry to the class,
gave it to the students, and told us to choose poems for declamation according
to our personal taste. I chose the poems, ”Reason and Faith” and ”Romanticism”.
I remember his half-smile when he realized the poems I had chosen. His look and
smile expressed, “I knew you would choose those.” My classmate, Janusz Kukla chose
“Faris”. This young man was tall and slender with a stoic look of a Bedouin. To
this day, I remember his performance of that poem and I think about him often.
I live in a country where desert constitutes half of the land. I often meet
Bedouins, which I associate with Faris – Janusz, a blue-eyed Bedouin from the
Grammar School in Jordanów. Both classes, “a” and “b”, took part in the
Mickiewicz poetry evening. A friend from the other class, Andrzej Walas, chose
“Ordon’s Redoubt”. He was short in comparison with other boys and standing on
the elevated stage, he looked like he spoke while standing in a trench. His
long hair, combed to the back, was blowing when he shook his head and he
gestured while reciting the poem with great intensity. It was a true “adjutant’s
story”. It seemed like our friend was an eyewitness, who had just came back
from the battlefield. You could hear gunshots and explosions in his voice. His
eyes were sparkling… ”a bullet flew over, threatening, buzzing, howling,
bellowing like a bull before the battle, tossing, digging the soil…”And he kept
reciting, “Warsaw alone defies your power. It stretches out its hand to bring
down the crown. The crown of the Polish Kings, down from your head, for you
have stolen it, you soiled it with blood, you the son of Vassily!” The hall
rumbled with applause. Many people in the audience had tears in their eyes.
This poem was so relevant at that time and for many years to come in Poland. 


Despite
many political pressures, which were felt in our Grammar School, patriotic
education for the youth never stopped. Admittedly, the scouts were closed down
and instead of it, they created ZMP[12]
(The Union of Polish Youth), but it was hated by most of the students. Golden
quotes began to appear on the class board like, "Dulce et decorum est pro
Patria mori." (It is sweet and fitting to die for your country by Horace).
The banners had to be carried at the parades. Of course, the banner of our
school was, “Students, fight for good grades.” 


Let
me come back to the polish lessons with our teacher, Professor Bałda.
These lessons will stay with me for the rest of my life, and not just as
memories. Often, when I encountered irresolvable problems in my life, I reached
for the advice and inspiration taken from these lessons. Often with issues
difficult to deal with, people return to the memories of their family home, to
their parents counsel, trying to imagine how they would have behaved in a
similar situation. Unfortunately, I don’t have such a luxury. I lost my parents
very early. I found answers to such questions in the words of my teachers,
Professors Bałda, Gwiazdonik, and Nieziecki. 


 After
the lesson with Professor Bałda, when we studied ”Ode to Youth” going for
a break, we felt like we had grown wings in that lesson. However, they weren’t
Icarus’ wings, but rather a true treasury, which I drew upon from deep within,
especially when the road became “steep and slippery”. “… Reach where the sight
doesn’t reach, break what reason cannot break…” This is where I took my faith and
power to overcome difficulties. When “the gales were roaring” in my life and it
was “cloudy and dark”, I was able to find hope that “the stars would lighten up
the sky” and “the world of spirit would come out of the muddle.” He taught me
the passion for beauty, poetry, as well as a love of the Polish language,
pointing to its colors and sounds. I wrote a letter to Professor Bałda in
1966. He was teaching then in Nowa Huta. He was very pleased at my letter. In
his reply, he wrote that he worked in many places, but he had the nicest
memories from “the little gymnasium” in Jordanów, where “the youth were
hard working and kind” (which he could not say about the youth in Nowa Huta,
whom he currently taught). Perhaps, the post-war conditions helped to create this
exceptional atmosphere in our school, or maybe we were just the youth, who had
different values than material needs, which characterize youth nowadays. Years
later, I wrote a poem and dedicated it to my dear Professor Bałda. 
















 


 Enchantress



 


Sparkling
meteor


Granite
mica


Spinner
of colors


Golden
mother tongue;


Shimmering
like a diadem 


All
the colors of the rainbow;


Muse’s
silver yarn - 


Like
a spiders web.


Melodic
as always,


Becoming
a dream;


And
often a longing,


And
often a sigh...


You
are like a spring


Gushing
with a strength - 


Sometimes
cold like frost


Sometimes
hot like sun.


All
your dearest sounds


And
scented words are


Full
of my delights


Ecstatic
and kind. 


 


Oh
my Mother Tongue!


Your
eternal words


Will
always be alive


Close
and real to me!


 


Dedicated
to my professor, Ludwik Bałda


In
remembrance of him


 


I
also have fond memories of another teacher of my class (in 10th and 11th
grade). It was Professor T. Gwiazdonik. His always dignified and calm nature
made us all calm. If sometimes, there was noise in the classroom; his one
“silentium” was enough to restore order. He taught us Latin for four years.
These golden thoughts and quotes were not only in my notebooks, but I kept them
deep in my mind and heart. They were like a lighthouse in my life - 
"Quiquid agis, prudenter agas et respice finem." (Whatever you do, do
cautiously, and look to the end.) It was a true guideline. When I had my own
children, or when I worked as a tutor with youth, I used these treasures from
Professor Gwiazdonik’s lessons, "Verba docent exempla trahunt."
(Words instruct, illustrations lead) "Disceamus bona verba."
(Literally – “speak good words”). 


There
was a certain lesson that I feel it necessary to describe its memory; it brings
a feeling of gratefulness in me towards my dear tutor. Professor Gwiazdonik
taught us not only Latin, but also Polish. Once, he gave us a topic to write
about, ”My war memories that I remember the most.” For the first time since the
war, I was brave enough to touch upon something that was deep and painful in my
memory. I couldn’t talk about it with anybody; however, I felt a great need to
let out this feeling of injustice that was done to me by the war. I wrote a
story and anxiously waited for the next lesson. I trusted the professor;
however, I didn’t want my classmates to know my experience. When the professor
was giving back our notebooks, I was afraid, he was going to ask me to read my
story out loud (it happened often that I read my homework aloud). Professor
Gwiazdonik approached my bench, stopped for a moment while giving me my
notebook and looked at me emphatically as if he wanted to say, “I know how it
hurt…” This silent comfort had a huge meaning for me, and I was grateful for
his understanding and respect of my secret. Professor A. Nieziecki was called
“Dad” by us. I guess he was older than the other teachers. Besides, his little
moustache and “scary” raised eyebrows (when we were naughty) made him look
fatherly. Professor Nieziecki taught us geography and geology. During the time
when we didn’t have books, his collection (he apparently hid before the war),
which he brought to the class, had a big impact. He talked about the history of
our globe in a colorful and interesting way. It’s hard for me today to remember
certain geographical terms. The periods of the earth have left my memory, but I
always remember these interesting lessons of Professor Nieziecki. In my travels
around the world, when I see granite mountains or calcic uplands, it reminds me
of the granites, limestone, and flint from Geography lessons in
Jordanów. In a way, my professor accompanies me in these travels. I
would also like to emphasize his special approach toward the youth, so
characteristic of our school. What I mean is that professor Nieziecki was
interested not just in our school behavior, but also about our out of school
whereabouts. Young people were always naughty and mischievous in the school. We
were like that as well sometimes. Professor Nieziecki and our other teachers’
approach was that instead of punishing us, they encouraged us to arrive to the
right conclusion about good behavior. Professor Nieziecki had a habit of saying
to an unprepared student, “You haven’t studied enough dear…” He took his pen
out, and lifting his head up a bit, until his glasses slid down his nose, he
noted the bad grade. It was an appropriate moment for thinking about one’s
consequences and how to improve their grade. I remember one morning, when
Professor Nieziecki took our first lesson. His face indicated that we had been
naughty again. So before he started to teach, he said, “It’s bad, it’s really
bad – some of you were seen on the streets after 9 pm and what it is even
worse, I heard that you are drinking coffee!” It was true that when we were
studying before the Matura exam, someone gave us coffee (I’m not sure where
they got it). It’s true that everything from a distance seems to be good and
beautiful, but in my opinion, it was like that in our school. 


Professor
Z. Gachlik taught us Math. I was a good student with humanistic subjects, but
when it came to algebra and trigonometry, it was a complete “abracadabra” for
me. I even wrote a little poem about my math difficulties, which I dedicated to
my friend, Danusia. 


  


Letter
to Danusia


My
dear Danusia, who lays down in bed,


Are
you really sick? – go straight to the doctor - 


But
don’t go alone, because you have a fever


I’d
like to be with you to hold your hand - 


But
how can I do it, stuck in this school


Where
we are not allowed to moan….


Cramming
for physics as well as for math


Astronomy
is my pain, you should understand…


So
– I can’t come over. Forgive me my friend!


But
I see Bronia is rushing towards you


Like
a sister of mercy, fulfilling her duty –


And
I have to be without mercy??


I
should do what is right for you


And
even though I’m childish here


I
trust you won’t judge my poor rhymes – 


And
will keep our friendship as strong as ever. 


I’m
writing in hiding, forgive my mistakes


Chemistry
exercises blowing up my head


I’ll
stop my excuses, you know they are true


Goodbye
and I’ll see you – forever your poet. 


(Jordanów,
1950)   


 


I
had huge gaps in my education because of the war. I caught up a lot, but the
gaps in math were too big for me. With respect and worship, I looked at my
friends – Ogrodzka from class 11b and Bednarz from 11a. They were both known in
the school as mathematicians. I wasn’t brave enough to ask them for help,
because who would have patience for such a thick head as mine? Professor
Gachlik looked at me in a way, which showed that I would not do any good. She
even stopped asking me questions, why would she? I came to a dead end with math
and I realized that my Matura exam was in huge trouble. 


 


 


On
the day of my math Matura Exam, sensing the coming catastrophe, I couldn’t find
myself a place. Everywhere was too noisy for me. The orphanage was in the main
market and on that day there was a fair in Jordanów. After prayer in the
church, I went to the cemetery. It was the only peaceful place for me on that
day. Silence, greenery, and birds chirping calmed down my anxiety. The hour of
the exam was close. When I entered the school building, my curious classmates
were there, standing by the exam room. On that day, everyone was thinking about
themselves. I went into the room at 11 am. On a big table covered with a green
cloth (it was meant to be soothing) were wretched papers with numbers. I drew
out my “fate”, saw these numbers and felt dizzy; I felt like there was darkness
in my head and a total emptiness overwhelmed me. Unexpectedly, Professor
Gachlik turned up to be helpful; she came up to me and unbelievably, smiled at
me and said, “Sorgerówna, calm down.” Then she pointed to some things on
my paper, said a few words, and took me out from despair to lift me to triumph.
Oh, how I was grateful, how much I was mistaken about her, I thought she had
hated me.


When
writing about the fact that the Grammar School in Jordanów was something
more than a place for education for me, I meant as well that we could always
rely on getting support, whenever we needed it. For me, this kind attitude
towards us, the understanding and care of our teachers about our life, helped
me to rebuild the trust in human kindness and taught me how to be good towards
others. I am forever grateful and will never forget. Let me finish my memoir
with the words of Władysław Broniewski poem…


 


...it’s
so nice to hold this land


Think
about it throughout my life,


Where
I learned those central words


Showing
pain and love and fight.


 


Thank
you, thank you every word


My
good people from the childhood


Let
the Wisła wind rustle for you


The
wind which bowed away my footsteps
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Krystyna
Sorger, Matura Exam photo


 


 











After The Matura


 


After
the Matura, many of my friends went to University; I began to work. After the
war, there was a shortage of teachers in the primary schools and often students
who completed the Matura exam were employed. They worked as unqualified
teachers and at the same time studied subjects like didactics, pedagogy,
psychology, etc. 


I
was employed in Krzeczów in a primary school and commuted to Zakopane to
do a pedagogy course. Then, for a reason that I had no influence over, I had to
move out to Krakow, where I worked in Caritas with children and youth as a
supervisor/educator. In this job, I followed the example of my beloved
supervisors from “Our House”. I tried to follow their approach to the children
and young people. Sisters Prezentki has become the example for my whole life. 











Epilogue


 


This
fate has been prepared for me by God, but He placed along my life’s path some
good people, who stayed “people” in such inhuman times. Let me finish with
words from Psalm 86…


 


I
will praise you, with all my heart;


Oh
Lord, my God and forever


 I
will glorify your name for 


Great
has been your mercy 


Toward
me.











My Family at Present


 


[image: 101.jpg]


Me
and my husband - father of our sons and grandfather of our grandchildren
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Our
oldest son, Benny
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Tali, mum to Nave, Hofit, and Rimon
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Nave,
son of Benny and Tali, the oldest grandson
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Hofit,
daughter of Benny and Tali
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Rimon,
the youngest daughter of Benny and Tali
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Doron,
our younger son with his wife, Sara
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Or,
daughter of Sara and Doron
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Shay,
son of Doron and Sara, our youngest grandson


 













[1] This wine glass is called "kos Elijahu" in
Hebrew. By pouring wine in that glass, the door is opened and prophet is
invited to visit. According to tradition, the prophet Elisha visits every
Jewish home that night and protects it.        


 







[2] 
“ałef, beis, szin”: Letters from the Jewish alphabet; it contains
24 letters; each letter has a numeric value. In old days, sophers (Bible
scribes), counted all the letters in the Bible. It was believed, there are
600,000 of them; which means that one letter represents each Israeli that
escaped from Egypt.(A. Unterman, Encyklopedia Tradycjii Legend Zydowskich,
Warszawa 1994, page 19.)


 







[3]
"zug mojdi anu lefunejchu": Modi
anu lefunechu (this is how you say it in Ashkenazi), Mode
ani lefanecha Hebrew) - It's a first prayer learnt by small children; it
means I proclaim to you, Lord God, my gratitude for creating me (not
literal translation).


 







[4] "Budionny":
Siemion M Budionny was a Soviet Marshal; commander of the Horse Artillery
during civil war.


 







[5] The
journal entitled, "The History of Obertyn Jews 1918-1942” was written by
Doctor Willbach and Hudert from Obertyn; who currently live in the Lohamei
HaGeta'ot; established by a group of Jews who took part in the Warsaw  Ghetto
Uprising  – Antek Cukierman and others. There is a small Holocaust Museum in
this kibbutz and probably doctor Willbach’s journal is also kept there. Paul
Elek (London 1974), who wrote about the situation of Eastern European Jews
during the German Occupation, quoted fragments from Doctor Willbach’s record. I
have personally received this journal from Weronika Stangret before I went to
Israel. After the war, Doctor Willbach lived with the Stangrets in
Łódź. I met him there in 1952; however he didn’t mention his
journal at that time. Only, after he passed away, Weronika gave me the journal
in a form of a typescript. Later on, when I went to Poland in 1955, I met Mrs
Jungfrau in Warsaw (doctor mentioned her husband in his journal); she gave me
doctor Willbach’s journal.


 







[6] normal
conditions, this could be considered a suicide, however in the Jewish
community, all Jews who died during Holocaust are called "kdoszim”
(Hebrew: “saints”); death as a result of martyrdom (Hebrew: “kiddish hashem”)
means “sanctification of the divine name” (According to A. Unterman, Encyclopedia
Tradycji i Legend Zydowskich, (Encyclopaedia of Jewish legends and
traditions), Warszawa 1994,
p.179.


 







[7] I
wrote a description of this March night leading me nowhere on request of Mrs
Mahler, the wife of Professor Mahler. She told me, that she gave this event a
title, “The Cross”; and she added it to Yad va Shem. She translated it into
English and she read it to me one year before she moved out to USA.  I realised
that she changed peoples’ age, and what’s worst – she changed or omitted their
names and surnames. That’s why I wrote this text titled “March night. 1 III.
1943”.







[8]Dr. Markus Willbach
writes about the attitude of this woman and her husband, Antoni – That’s why,
it’s necessary to underline and to fully recognise here, the deeds of Mrs.
Weronika and Mr. Antoni Stangret, Polish shoemakers, lived in Obertyn – their
selfless support of the whole crowd of Jews, providing food and risking their
own life; from 1942 throughout the whole Holocaust.


 







[9] It remained until
this day in Obertyn







[10]  The above poem (in Hebrew version has the title “Kmo chulda” =
“Jak mysz”) and the story were the subject for the film “Good people in the
middle of the road”; the film was produced as a part of the project “Holocaust
from other perspectives”, which was organized by the students from the “Bar
Ilan” University. My granddaughter, Hofit (Hofit is the name of a bird living
at the sea shore), starred as a little girl (me), hiding in the field by the
forest.







[11] United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration







[12] Union
of Polish Youth – a Polish organization, acted as a tool of political
indoctrination towards the youth; established July 21, 1948 at the convention
in Wroclaw. The Union was formed from the young people from the villages and
towns and it was subordinated to Polish Workers' Party. It motivated the youth
to fight for the completing of the planned production, organized youth units,
which competed against each other in their work, impacted on young people’s
culture, education and sport, organized amateurish artistic bands and
participated in the liquidation of illiteracy.  In 1950, Union of Polish Scouts
became a part of ZMP… according to professor, T. Lepkowski Ph.D., Słownik
Historii Polski, Warszawa 1969, page 501.
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